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In this second case in the 
career of Arthur Halstead, 
private detective,* a crowing 
cock rudely interrupted a 
fishing trip and thrust Hal- 
stead into the middle of a 
strange murder. During a 
thunderstorm the electrical 
plant at Dr. Sumter Martin- 
son's Maryland estate failed, 
a fighting cock crowed, and 
someone used a shotgun on 
the doctor with unpleasant 
results. Halstead conducted 
the investigation and found 
himself confronted with a dis- 
tasteful group of people, all 
of whom seemed determined 
to go to any extremes to divert 
Suspicion from themselves. 
The cock was to crow a 
second time as the foreword 
to murder before Halstead 
could understand the silence 
of the dogs, the secret of the 
figure in the fog and the mys- 
tery of the gunroom. Armed 
with this knowledge he in the 
end was able, with the as- 
sistance of a neckband, to 
bring the actual murderer 
to justice in a surprising 


denouement. 
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In THIS SECOND CASE in the career of Arthur 
Halstead, private detective, a crowing cock 
rudely interrupted a fishing trip and thrust Hal- 
stead into the middle of a strange murder. Dur- 
ing a thunderstorm the electrical plant at Dr 
Sumpter Martinson’s Maryland estate failed, a 
fighting cock crowed, and someone used a shot- 
gun on the doctor with unpleasant results. Hal- 
stead conducted the investigation and found 
himself confronted with a distasteful group of 
people, all of whom seemed determined to go to 
any extremes to avert suspicion from themselves. 
The cock was to crow a second time as the fore- 
word to murder before Halstead could under- 
stand the silence of the dogs, the secret of the 
figure in the fog and the mystery of the gun- 
room. Armed with this knowledge he was in the 
end, with the assistance of a neckband, able to 
bring the actual murderer to justice in a sur- 
prising denouement, 
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[1] 


Mr HALSTEAD was fishing. He didn’t appear to be en- 
joying it which, to anyone who knew him, was a 
pl etty good indication that he was having an ex- 
ceedingly interesting time. He seemed quite uncom- 
fortable to have so comfortable a seat. He was hunched 
on the extreme edge of the rocking chair that he’d 
brought out to the shade on the ledge above the fast 
water. His elbows were on his knees and his wistful 
eyes on the line that slanted down to the creek. 

He appeared not to have noticed the little blue 
roadster that had gone up the winding road, flash- 
ing in and out of the filtered sunlight under those 
ancient oaks. A glance to the side and he knew that 
the occupant of the car was a personable young 
woman with dark hair through which ran an orange 
ribbon, that she wore a gay orange scarf and that her 
features were sharply cut, her profile arresting. 

Mr Halstead’s wistful eyes had a way of taking in 
thi ngs like that, camera quick, his mind a way of fil- 
ing iB He wondered idly why the roadster 
had slac ied its pa ever so slightly as the driver had 
fring round the bend in sight of his cabin. Certainly 
there was something just a little bit uncertain in the 
way the girl had slowed, braked, then suddenly 
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picked 7 again. Y eS, she’d even glanced up at the 
asif..- | 

re if what? Mr Halstead shook his head pityingly, 
When you were on vacation you were supposed to 
take it easy. You were supposed to rest your mind, 
just relax and laze around and let the world forget 
you. Or let yourself forget the world. Something like 
that. ence 
Mr Halstead was not used to vacations and he had 
just about reached the conclusion that nothing on 
earth could be more demoralizing and degenerating. 
He consoled himself with the thought, however, that 
if the boss wanted it that way it would have to be so. 
The boss, Mr John J. Goff of John J. Goff, In- 
corporated, International Agents, had recently placed 
Mr Halstead in charge of his Washington bureau, 
and had stated emphatically that all work and no 
play might very well make Arthur a very dull boy. 
So he insisted that his number one investigator take 
a month away from Washington’s midsummer heat. 

cA month in the woods, my dear boy,” Mr Goff 
had effusively put it. “Just the thing for you. What 
is it you ike rn for relaxation?” 

“Fishin ; r He : | 
enthusiastically ’ — nad admitted net any Soo 

“Bless my soul! A fisherman j ad PP? Wn On¢¢ 
beamed pleasantly. “Not ceagh kode er naa 
are a fisher of men.” He laughed heartily oh . 
Arthur, do you know where fish mioht b; ; -_ 

_ | Zot dite 
ii you don’t I can heartily recommend 
ginia. In the mountains. Not ove . 
from Washington, Good swift water aud peal. iene 


pray, 









for your eee < on 
& spot in View 
ra hundved miles . 
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Yes sir. Real trout. You fish for trout, do you not, 
Arthur?” 

And Mr Halstead had admitted that he fished for 
just any old thing. 

“The bait, Arthur? A fly or 

“Worms,” Mr Halstead had murmured sadly. “I 
usually go to Woolworth’s and get me some line and 
hooks. I can pick up a bamboo pole somewhere——” 

Whereupon Mr Goff, having a deep affection for 
all the traditions of angling, had thrown up his 
hands and washed them of anyone so downright pro- 
fane. 

On this Thursday morning Mr Arthur Kdmund 
Halstead was nearing the end of his first week at this 
remote spot. He had stocked the cabin on the previous 
Saturday, had paid a gentleman with a public hack 
to carry him out, and had almost tearfully said 
good-by to civilization. His nearest neighbor was a 
mountain farmer a mile or so below him, and traffic 
was not one of his problems. 

Just the girl in the blue roadster. The only car he 
had seen since his driver had left him. The only sound 
of tires on the narrow gravel road. 

She had gone by yesterday about this time, and 
presently had returned. Of course there might be 
some cabin farther up the slope. The country was 
heavily wooded, ideal for anybody who wanted to get 
away trom it all. Still there was something about the 
car and driver that didn’t register just right. 

A sharp tug at his line suddenly took Halstead’s 
taind from all speculation. He heaved his lean frame 
from the chair with alacrity and took a firmer grip 
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on his pole. The bamboo was Wavering and he. 
and Halstead, doing his best to allow the fet n8 
danced fantastically along the ledge, hig “98 » Fun, 
trousers flapping about his legs. It must be a bi old 
to cut up like that... , iin 

It was a big one. It gave him a neat fight. Tt did 
everything but jerk him into the stream, and there 
was a time or two when he nearly went over. He Was 
all of five minutes landing his catch but finally got 
it up in the grass. Halstead was panting a little 
when he removed it from the hook to place it with 
three others. 

A throaty voice behind him said, “What a beauty! 
If you’d only had that line on a reel and given 
him...” 

He didn’t turn at once. He just straightened 
slowly. He knew, somehow, that the speaker had a 
gay orange ribbon in her hair and a bright orange 
scarf at her throat. He said, “Oh,” and swallowed. 
And when she didn’t say anything more he went on, 
“This fly fishing—never was a hand for following it. 
‘ried to learn it once but—this is better.”? He met her 
curious gaze. 

He didn’t exactly gulp nor did his Adam’s apple 
exactly bob up and down, but that, generally, was the 
sensation. She was very lovely and very feminine. 

“We call it nigger fishing,” she said. “I like it bet- 
ter, too. I’ve seen the time when [’ve sat for hours 
without even one little nibble just because—well, I 
don’t know why. I don’t know why anybody wants to 
sit that way and stare at the water and wait2? She 
laughed and colored a little under her even tan. Her 
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eyes were gray-green, frank and direct. They could 
change with mood, as the sky can change with clouds, 
and they were changing now, a little troubled, a little 
searching. 

Halstead said, “JI don’t know why either. All I do 
is sit. Vd offer to rig up a line for you only you 
pr obably wouldn’t catch anything. I 

“You’re Mr Halstead, aren’t you?” she asked very 
abruptly, her tone hiding a hint of some disquieting 
urgency. 

Halstead nodded, puzzled. “And you?” 

“Lila Landis. I—live down the road. It was in 
the town paper about you, and I thought—I—T’ve 
been wanting to talk to you. Not that you’J]~—’ 
She broke off as if sorry for her rush of words, as if 
she had said too much. 

“Here’s a nice rocker,’ Halstead offered. “You 
probably won’t find it very comfortable, but try it. 
And talk. I like to listen to people.” 

“But this is your vacation,” Lila Landis hesitated. 
“T don’t know. What I have to tell you is—under 
the head of professional service I’m afraid. I mean 
I need advice. But I’m terribly sorry, Mr Halstead.” 
She stared at the road below her and locked her 
fingers and took a step forward. 

“Sorry? About what?” 

“Breaking in on you this way. I don’t blame you 
for looking disgusted—for looking like you’re pitying 
me and-——_” 

“But ’m not disgusted,” Halstead assured her. 

“Pm not pitying you. ” He elevated his eyebrows with 
a quick little lift, drew back his lips and, somehow, 
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gave the effect of a brief smile. “Here 
a large bandana and wiped out the seat of the rocker 
Then he moved the chair around and nodded toward 
it. “And don’t feel you’re breaking in, Miss Landis 
It *d be just my luck to have a very attractive client 
walk in to see me, then walk right out again——” 

“You are kind, Mr Halstead.” She smiled and set- 
tled herself in the chair. “But that word client. It 
sounds so frightening. And perhaps when I tell you 
what’s troubling me . . .” She left her sentence un- 
finished, as if still undecided. 

“Just what is troubling you?” Mr Halstead settled 
himself on a stool from which he first removed his can 
of worms, his hat and some odds and ends of hooks 
and sinkers. | 

“You’ve got to be very frank with me, Mr Hal- 
stead,’ Lila Landis said suddenly. “I mean if it’s a 
matter that doesn’t interest you, or that’s too trivial 
for you or—well, I want you to say so.” 

Halstead mumbled something and fished around in 
his hat for a cigarette. He drew out his crumpled 
package, held it up hesitantly. “Not so nice to offer,” 
he apologized. ““Must ’ve sat on ’em.”? 

“No, thanks.” She clasped her hands again, drew 
her feet back under her, 

“What’s your trouble, Miss Landis?” Halstead 

asked abruptly. 

“Tt’s—my father. I’ 

“What's he done?” 

“Oh—nothing. He——_» 
“rlhen you’ve got nothing 
“T mean, Mr Halstead, | 





in so terribly worried 9 





to worry about.” 
can’t believe him guilty. 
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Not any more than you could believe day 1s 
night———” 

“Guilty?” Halstead touched a match to his ciga- 
rette and sparks dribbled from it. “Guilty of what, 
Miss Landis?” 

“Stealing—money !”’ It seemed hard for her to get 
it out, and again there was that touch of color under 
her warm tan. “Oh, I tell you the whole thing 1s hor- 
rible—impossible!” 

“Whose money, Miss Landis?” 

“His firm’s. The place where he’s worked all these 
years. Dear Dad. If you could see him and talk to 
him you’d know naw outrageous the whole thing is. 
You’d know—— 

“What firm? Ana how much is missing?” Halstead 
let smoke roll from his nostrils, his eyes half veiled in 
contemplation. He didn’t miss the quick jerk of her 
fingers as he inquired about the amount. 

“A mortgage and real-estate office in town,” Lila 
answered hurriedly. “They say five thousand. That’s 
incredible. J mean we’ve always been rather poor. 
We’ve never had five thousand dollars over and 
above what we’ve earned in our family since I was an 
infant.” 

“Your father, Miss Landis. Did he work for this 
firm a long time?” Halstead frowned at the uneven 
fire on his cigarette. 

“Since before he and Mother married. Thirty- 
odd years. He started as a clerk and finally became 
bookkeeper.” 

“And they didn’t pay him much,” Halstead said. 


66 
hey never do.” 
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“No—not much, I suppose. He was 
twenty-four hundred at the peak of 
1929. Then they began cutting until 
down to fifteen hundred and had him d 
of two men. This past year he’s been h 
a lot at night.” 

Halstead cleared his throat and tossed away his 
cigarette, “And they discovered a shortage, and it 
all pointed to an underpaid and overworked book- 
keeper who had the burden of a home and——” 

“You’re not saying that Dad could ” She rose 
abruptly, her lips compressed. “I knew I shouldn’t 
have troubled you, Mr Halstead. If you think” 

“Don’t misunderstand me, Miss Landis. Please.” 
He was on his feet, fidgeting and trying to find 
something to do with his hands. “I didn’t mean to 
sound as if I for one moment thought your father 
. . » No, Miss Landis. Now sit down and tell me the 
rest of it. You will forgive me?” He was extremely 
apologetic and looked it. 

Lhe hot flame which had suddenly shone in the 
gray-green eyes died out. She resumed her seat but 
remained warily on the edge of it. 

Halstead fumbled with another cigarette, straight- 
ened it and rolled it between his palms. Tobacco pro- 
truded from the ends. “Who found the shortage?” 

“The auditors.” 

“When?” | 

“Three months—a little more than three months 
ago. T’ve been working for the doctor exactly three 
months today, and-——__» 


squinted up at her over the 


getting about 
hings back in 
they got him 
oing the work 
aving to work 








“Doctor ?” Halstead 
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match he applied to his cigarette. He spat out to- 
haceo crumbs inclegantly. “What doctor’s that?” 

“Martinson,” Lila answered, and Halstead didn’t 
miss the note of bitterness. 

He said, “There’s a connection between this doctor 
and your father?” 

She was startled. Then she wet her lips. “Yes. 
Doctor Martinson is chairman of the company, 
owns most of it. The company promotes subdivisions 
and finances the building of homes. I don’t know a 
great deal about it except i 

“Martinson,” Halstead mused, staring at the 
ground. ‘I’ve heard of him. M.D., isn’t he?” 

“Yes. He’s done something in surgery a time or two 
that’s brought him a lot of publicity.” 

Halstead puckered his lips thoughtfully. “Social 
hight, too. Seems I’ve seen his name in the Washing- 
ton papers.” 

“Yes, he entertains a great deal. His week ends 
are—hectic.” | 

“Who else is in this mortgage company?” 

“A Mr Ware, Sidney Ware, is the president of it,” 
Lila answered. “Then there’s a Mr Trencher, a 
nephew of the doctor, who has something to do with 
sales. Herbert Trencher his name is. And a Mr Ellis 
Ormsby. Mr Ormsby’s the lawyer for the company, I 
think. hen there are several employees in various 
capacities. I don’t know all the names.” 

“Tell me what happened when the auditors found 
the money missing,” Halstead said quietly. “Just 
everything about 1t you can think of.” 

She glanced at her watch and relaxed a little. “First 
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I must tell you about Dad. Try to make you nd ey. 
stand why he couldn’t have done it. He’s always heen 
so shy, a little bit bewildered by life. More so since 
my mother died a few years back. A man who’s always 
paid his way... 

“Dad managed to get me through high school. I 
worked my own way through college and majored in 
physical education. Mother passing on when I finished 
school kept me from teaching. I had to take over the 
job of caring for Dad. He was always so helpless. _ 

“We managed quite well and while Mother’s death 
was a terrible blow to him, I did my best to keep his 
spirits up. He was doing all right until that—that 
Wednesday more than three months ago when this 
thing happened. 

“And it came like—a bolt out of the blue. I was 
home, in the kitchen baking, when I thought I heard 
someone on the porch. It was early—the middle of 
the afternoon. I listened for a knock and heard none. 
Finally I went to see who it was. 

“It was Dad getting up from the swing. I don’t 
know how long he’d been sitting out there. He came 
into the living room, staring. He seemed all at once 
terribly old, and he just stood in the middle of the 
room and stared at me as if he didn’t see me at all. 





Halstead saw the moisture fill Tuila’s eyes. She 
blinked furiously and caught her lip beneath her 
teeth. Oo 

“What happened after that?” Halstead’s voice Was 
rich and deep and soothing. 
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“That evening,” Lila resumed, “Doctor Martin- 
son and Mr Ware came to the house. They took Dad 
into the dining room and closed the door. I don’t 
know what all they said to him, but they tried to get 
him to confess. He told me later they had something 
they wanted him to sign but he wouldn’t. I went in 
where they were. 

“I demanded to know all about the shortage. The 
doctor was very polite. He said he disliked to prose- 
cute considering my father’s age. Dad wasn’t bonded. 
The doctor made a point of that. He said the short- 
age was five thousand and that Dad had been taking 
it little by little over a period of more than a year. 
I told the doctor how impossible that was. But the 
auditor said the books spoke for themselves.” 

“If he didn’t want to prosecute,” Halstead said 
dubiously, “what did Martinson have in mind?” 

‘He said he would give Dad a chance to make the 
shortage good.” Her color rose; the flame came up 
in her eyes again. “I know what we had in the bank. 
Our total assets were exactly one hundred and twelve 
dollars. I fought hard to keep my temper. But I held 
on to it, and I tried to explain that we had practically 
nothing. I said that with Dad out of a job I’d have 
to get something quickly. 

“T can’t tell you how the doctor looked at me then. 
He seemed to be seeing through me. Then he asked 
me if I would drop into his office on the following 
morning. He and Mr Ware left and nothing more was 
said, but all that night my father walked the floor. 
I heard him and went im to him, and tried to comfort 
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him. But always he would say, over and over, ‘A thief 
They say I’m a thief.’ ” 

Halstead cleared his throat noisily. He rubbed his 
long nose and a fine corrugation broke up the width of 
his brow. “You went to the doctor’s office?” 

“Yes. I didn’t know what he wanted. I went there 
and he seemed extremely concerned about the whole 
thing. He said he himself hadn’t been able to sleep 
just thinking about it. Then he asked me what my 
plans were. I told him, of course, that I had to get a 
job. I could earn at least two thousand a year teach- 
ing. I would be away from home, but Dad could 
manage to get along somehow. At his age it would be 
impossible for him to find anything to do.” 

“Then Martinson offered to hire you himself?” 

“Not right then. I tried to make him understand 
that Dad could not have taken his money that way and 
he was very nice about it. I said something to the 
effect that if he could prove Dad had taken a cent of 
that shortage I’d work my fingers to the bone to pay 
back every dime. 

“Just as I was leaving he stopped me. Then he told 
me that I might make restitution and that I could 
begin at once. His manner changed a little, had a sort 
of veiled threat, it seemed to me. I was suddenly 
afraid. I knew he had two daughters, one nine and the 
other eleven, and that they were incorrigible. Mrs 
Martinson had been dead for some few years and 
the children had just gone wild. He said I could act as 
a sort of tutor and governess to them. He would 
make my salary worth while. He would pay me two 
hundred a month, half of which was to be applied to 
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the shortage. The other hundred I would receive in 
cash,” . 

“And you accepted?” Halstead shook his head 
wearily, 

“Perhaps, Mr Halstead, I did the wrong thing. 
Maybe my very acceptance was admission of guilt. 
But when the doctor said that, I had an idea—the 
wildest sort of idea—that if I could get in the doctor’s 
employ I mht find out who actually got that money 
and clear Dad’s name. Oh, I know it sounds terribly 
suly and 

“So you’ve been with the doctor three months.” 
Halstead’s long face screwed up. “And so far all 
you've discovered is that the doctor’s a pretty im- 
possible man. Right?” 

She glanced up, startled. A tiny frown ran up be- 
tween her wide-spaced eyes. “I didn’t say that,” she 
answered. “I’ve been treated—well. I ”? 

“You haven’t found out a thing,” Halstead mused 
quietly. “Nothing at all.” He watched her closely, 
saw her right hand suddenly double into a hard little 
fist. 

Then she said, “Nothing. Three months and— 
nothing. But I won’t give up. Five thousand is a 
fortune to us. Somebody else got that money, and it 
isn’t fair to have to do what ’m doing now. Four 
years more for me to go, at this rate, to work and put 
up with—to tie myself down 7 

“Put up with what, Miss Landis?” Halstead asked 
so quickly that she caught her breath and flushed and 
wouldn’t meet his eyes, 

After a pause she said, “What can I do?” 
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“Quit,” Halstead answered. “Just up and resign 
and ' 

“The doctor—I’m afraid he might~—~” 

‘“He’s holding you in his employ under threat of 
prosecuting your father?” 

“No! Oh no! But——well, from little things he’s let 
drop now and then, he might cause us some trouble. 
Oh, I know it sounds too fantastic. But I’d hoped 
there would be some way you would see to help me. 
There must be something that someone can do to find 
who actually got the money.” 

Halstead got up and scratched the back of his hand. 
He stared moodily over the swift ripple of the run- 
ning water. Then he shook his head from side to side 
slowly. 

There’s nothing?” She was on her feet, gazing up 
at him with tiny lines of worry fretting her eyes. 

“There’s a lot,” Halstead said. “A lot I don’t 
see. Maybe you haven’t told me everything. I suspect 
you haven’t. But that doesn’t matter. A five-thousand- 
dollar theft comes under the head of embezzlement. 
Pretty serious crime. Your dad didn’t do it. All right, 
who did? Maybe I could find out if I had the time 
and the opportunity, but I haven’t either. In the first 
place, the doctor is the plaintiff in the case. Ele’s the 
one to hire an investigator. You’d have to have the 
doctor’s authority to get to the bottom of it, Now 
if you think it could be arranged for me to meet the 
doctor and get his okay———” | 

“I don’t know,” she said quickly. “Perhaps if I 
talked to him—yes, perhaps he might consent pro- 
vided I offered to meet your-—fees, Mr Halstead. Of 
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course you understand how it is with me financially.” 
Phere was an earnest pleading in her gaze as if she 
wanted to say, “You must have faith in me.” She 
went on, “I mean I’d have to make some sort of ar- 
rangement to pay you out of my earnings on the 1n- 
stallment plan. I know that sounds absurd but al 

“Nothing sounds absurd when you got life and hap- 
piness involved.” Halstead frowned down at the 
cround and noticed the high arch of the silken instep, 
the glove fit of the brown oxford, the sharp mold 
of the slender ankle. “I don’t know, though, that I 
could do you any good even if the doctor did consent. 
I probably wouldn’t be able to get to first base with 
any of those people in that office. Fixing books—well, 
that’s so far out of my run of knowledge . . .” He 
lifted his shoulders slightly. 

“I’m sure, Mr Halstead, you wouldn’t fail,” Lila 
said hopefully. “Your reputation—I mean the way 
you’ve always gone after things. I’ve read about some 
of your cases and ” 

“T know,” Halstead admitted. “I’ve got a lot I have 
to live down. Maybe I got the breaks a time or two, 
but in a case lke this—IT’ll tell you what. Suppose 
you sort of fix it for me someway to meet the doctor 
personally. I might call on you as a friend or some- 
thing. You wouldn’t have to mention my identity. I 
mean I’d just sort of like to look in and see what kind 
of chap this doctor is. You know, sometimes you can 
have a drink with a man, and if you go at it the 
right way you can learn a lot. Not that I’m very good 
at things of that sort, but I might try.” 

Lila impulsively let a hand drop on his sleeve. 
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“Then you will help me!” A new note was in her husky 
voice. “I shan’t forget it. Really I shan’t, Mr Hal- 
stead. Let me see.” She frowned and placed a thumb. 
nail against her teeth pensively. “The doctor plays 
golf this afternoon. He won’t be home until late. To- 
morrow he goes to Washington on some sort of consul- 
tation. Then he’s entertaining guests for dinner and 
the week end. He’ll be home Saturday all day.” 

“Saturday,” Halstead nodded. “With week-end 
guests?” 

“Yes, Saturday afternoon. You could sort of call 
casually on me, and as for a drink with the doctor 
. . 2? She wrinkled her nose in sharp distaste. “I’m 
sure you'll find him quite agreeable to that. You know 
how to find our place?” 

“The doctor’s place, you mean. You live there now, 
of course.” 

“Yes. Perhaps you’ve noticed that big house way 
back on a slope—the white house with the wide porch 
across the front and the swimming pool down the 
slope from the veranda. You’d think it was a country 
club to see it from that distance.” 

“T remember seeing it when the hackman brought 
me out here,” Halstead answered. ‘‘Awnings on the 
porch and painted furniture, and some sort of garden 
with striped umbrellas off on one side.” 

“That’s it,” Lila said brightly. “But you have no 
car and the place is a good three miles from here.” 
Her face sobered. “You can’t walk aa 

“T can’t?” He looked sadly down at his feet. “They 
look big enough to be of some use to me. Not that Vd 
trust ’em too far. But I'll try, and then, if you feel in 
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the mood, you can see that I get home. Would four 
o'clock be about right? The doctor ought to have 
enough drinks by that time to welcome almost anyone. 
Even a cop.” 

“Four o’clock,” Lila said. “And the more you talk 
the more I’m led to think you know Doctor Martinson 
very well.” 

“No, Pm not very good on sizing people up. I’ve 
made some terrible mistakes in my time.” 

A moment later, as the little blue roadster roared 
into motion and kicked up pebbles behind it that 
rattled against its fenders, Halstead mumbled to him- 
self, “She could ’ve told me a whole lot she didn’t tell. 
It I’m not mistaken, as I most always am, I got a 
hunch I’m going to find this doctor a danged inter- 
esting guy.” 

Halstead turned to his neglected fish and almost 
smiled. This vacation, he decided, might not be so bad 
after all. 


[IT] 


Wircuwoop was the name of the Martinson estate, 
and the legends about it were strange. The house had 
once been a rambling, prerevolutionary inn where 
Washington, when he sought a route from Winchester 
over the mountains to Romney, was said to have 
tarried. It had been in the hands of a family of War- 
wicks for many generations, part of some enormous 
grant from Lord Fairfax. But the Warwicks had died 
out, and the farm had been cut up and parcels sold 
off, until now its area was less than a thousand 
acres on the south side of the mountain. Finally, after 
twenty years of a succession of shiftless tenants, with 
each year seeing the house and the buildings settle 
deeper into decay, Dr Sumpter Martinson had 
bought it and restored it. 

Witchwood House sprawled over its parklike lawns, 
and a barber could have groomed its hedges and its 
shrubbery no better. Across its main facade the wide 
veranda was columned to its second-story roof, com- 
manding the entire southern slope of the lawn, with 
the swimming pool and the sunken garden. The ve- 
randa was incongruously gay with painted chairs and 
painted tables. In the garden, off the east wing, were 
the striped umbrellas Halstead had seen, with tables 
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beneath them, odd against the somber background of 
the ancient ivy-covered walls. The graveled drive 
curved around the edge of the lawn, turned sharply 
at the guest house, almost bordered the swimming 
pool and swept up to the west end of the porch. 

~ Country club——Lila had described it that way to 
Halstead. Certainly there was nothing of the homelike 
atmosphere about 1t. No warmth in its huge rooms, 
its grim period furnishings, its deeply carpeted cor- 
ridors. ‘The thick stone walls held a chill dampness, 
with never enough sun to penetrate the trees that 
brooded over them. 

From Monday morning until dinner on Friday 
there was a kind of gloomy stillness about the place, 
a strange sense of entombment. But it was then that 
Lila liked it best, if she liked it at all. Five days of 
not having to smile and bow and pretend. 

Now that summer was at its peak, the doctor spent 
most of his afternoons at his golf club and frequently 
stayed there for dinner. Lila’s days were usually 
full with the two children, especially when rainy 
weather kept them in. She seldom saw the doctor at 
breakfast since he rose late, and she was grateful 
for those evenings when she could have dinner with 
the children alone. Now and then they would dine 
early and Lila would take them into town to see a 
picture. 

‘I'he one pleasurable excitement that came to break 
up the monotony of her routine and take her out of 
herself for a pause was Rudyard Parrish. He was 
tall and lanky and his hair wouldn’t stay in place. 
He had serious blue eyes that occasionally seemed 
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almost black. His flashes of impetuosity sometimes 
overwhelmed her, but there was a comfort pre 
strength in his presence. He was the doctor’s general 
manager, in charge of the farm and orchard opera- 
tions, but unlike herself he was not considered 
as one of the family. His quarters were separate from 
the big house and he was not included in the doctor’s 
dinners and parties. 

Lila had come to have a kind of growing dread of 
these Friday parties. Since Decoration Day she had 
not escaped a single week end. Always that parade 
of gay, chatty people, sleek and superficial and, 
somehow, repelling in their provincial smugness. 

This was Friday and they would be here for dinner 
tonight. They weren’t always the same individuals, 
but they were always the same stamp. The doctor’s 
type. They fed his vanity, ate his food, drank huis 
liquor and privately abhorred him because he was 
basically of peasant stock, a man who had made his 
own way by sheer drive and will and ruthlessness. 
They bowed the knee to him because of his wealth 
and his prominence, and because he could do things 
for them. They smiled indulgently at his bluster, at 
his swaggering pride of possession, and they despised 
themselves for it. 

This was Friday and dinner would be at eight. A 
little more than two hours from now. She knew the 
guests who were expected, and she knew they would 
all come. Rarely did one ever fail. 

Lila reclined on the bench by the springhouse, her 
chin tilted, her head back. The heat was sticky in its 
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oppressiveness, stifling in the nostrils. The sky was 
threatening, strangely black there in the west with 
the low sun behind it. | 

Briefly the sun broke through the gathering bank 
with a weird touch of saffron and pointed pale fingers 
across the hill. A voice came to her, a man calling to a 
dog on the other side of the ridge, the sound carrying 
far in that breathless quiet. | 

Once, very suddenly, she sat up and glanced behind 
her, a worried, nervous gesture that she didn’t like. 

But what was keeping Rud? She consulted the 
watch on her wrist. Not much time left to her and 
Rud was late, as he had been late the other afternoon. 

The quick shudder that caused her shoulder to 
quiver was involuntary. That other afternoon—she 
couldn’t get it out of her mind. The look in the doc- 
tor’s pale popping eyes, the tremor in his fingers as 
he had gripped her wrists. Here, right where she 
now sat! She closed her eyes tightly and pressed 
her fingertips against them. 

Then she found herself glancing apprehensively 
toward the big willow at the edge of the woods. Im- 
mediately she summoned a smile against that curiously 
haunting obsession of eyes fixed on her, that inex- 
plicable sense of uneasiness that had been with her 
all this restless day. 

The doctor couldn’t come riding out of the woods 
now, W hy, he wouldn’t be home until seven or after. 
And even if he came earlier she would hear him. You 
always knew when the doctor came because you 
heard the mad whir of his tires on the gravel drive, 
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the rattle of the pebbles against his fenders, the stid- 
den squeal of brakes and the protesting slue of rubber, 
The doctor always arrived that way. 

Then she would hear his voice, even from this dis- 
tance. A fulsome voice befitting a big-bodied man, ex- 
pansive and effusive. 

A quick sense of relief flooded her as she saw Rud 
coming down the path. She rose from the bench and 
took a step to meet him, stopped when she saw the 
grimness around his mouth. She had not forgotten the 
half-hidden urgency of his tone when he called her 
earlier in the afternoon to ask her to meet him here. 

They had agreed to abandon this trysting place 
since that incident the other day, and Rud’s sudden 
request alarmed her. Now his resolute stride brought 
him to her and she searched his eyes quizzically. 

He faced her, tall and commanding, lean limbed and 
wholesome in fresh white ducks. He took both her 
hands possessively, and when he spoke his voice was 
charged with a strange tautness. 

“Sorry, Lila. I tried to get here sooner, but 

“Rud, what is 1t?” she queried in alarm when his 
eyes wouldn’t meet hers. 

“The ax, dear. It had to happen.” 

“Not—the doctor hasn’t let you go, Rud?” Some- 
how it didn’t sound real. 

“You said he would—after what happened 
Wednesday,” Rud answered. “It had to come.” 

“But surely, Rud, he——” 

“An employee, even if he is the boss man, just 
doesn’t go shaking the liver out of his employer and 
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then expect to get by with it.” He seemed to enjoy 
some satisfaction in the memory. His lips came close 
to a smile. . 

“But you’re not leaving now, Rud,” Lila protested. 
“T mean he has to get a new general manager, and 
that won’t be so easy, and then 

“No? He already has his man. Chap from Staun- 
ton. I don’t know the gentleman’s name, but he’ll re- 
port Monday, and meanwhile the doctor has informed 
me that I might have until tomorrow to get my things 
together and move out.” 

“So—that’s 

“That’s what happens,” Rud interrupted with a 
touch of sarcasm, “‘when a Virginia gentleman waxes 
chivalrous and does his best to protect a fair maiden 
from—God! I wish I’d really beaten him, now. I 
wish [’?d——~” 

“Don’t say that, Rud. You know he was—he wasn’t 
responsible, exactly. He’d been drinking and ‘a 

‘“He’s always drinking,” Rud retorted with a veiled 
fierceness. Then a slow smile softened his features and 
he gazed down at her for a long pause. He said finally, 
“So that means, Lila, ’m going, and Pm taking 
you with me. ’m 

“Yowre not going over that again?” She sat on 
the bench. ‘There was no reproach in her eyes or in her 
voice, but a small sadness touched her mouth and 
she stared down at the hands folded in her lap. 

“P’m going over that again,” Rud answered. He sat 
beside her and reached over for the clasp of her fin- 
gers. “I’m going to keep on repeating it. You hate jt 
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her e and you know it. You won’t admit it but you 

might as well. You don’t think I’m going to leave you 

here to-——” . 

. “But you know how impossible it is,” Lila said. 
You know what my position is. What———” 

“I know I’m in love with you, Lila,” Rud re- 
turned. “D’ve been in love with you since that day I 
took the station wagon to town and moved you out 
here. I know you’re in love with me. Nothing else in 
the world should matter. I’m not helpless. I’m not ex- 
actly broke. P’ve got to get a job immediately, but 
I’m sure I can. As for you ” 

“As for me,” Lila said quietly, “I’ve got to go on. 
When you look at the thing from my point of 
view a 

“That’s what I always run up against,” Rud said, 
a little bitterly. “Your point of view. The doctor’s 
not going to do anything if you walk out on him. 
He’ll not prosecute your father. He’s just a lot of 
bluff and bluster and—well, you’re too much of the 
puritan, Lila. It’s swell to be noble and self-sacrificing 
and throw away good years like this, only people 
don’t do such things. Not in real life, anyhow.” 

“T can’t walk out.” It was on the tip of her tongue 
to tell him about her visit to that odd Mr Halstead, 
but she knew what he would say. Hadn’t she suggested 
Halstead the other day, hinted that she would like to 
call on the criminal investigator and somehow enlist 
his aid? And Rud had only smiled down at her some- 
what pityingly. 

She said, “And you wouldn’t walk out either, Rud. 
Not under the circumstances. Not with this mean 
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thine hanging over your head like a cloud and— 
a Son can’t walk aa ” Fle stared at the darkening 
sky, little lights reflected in his eyes. “And I can't 
leave you here.” He got up and kicked at a tuft of 
OTASS and took a step or two in exasperation. Then 
he turned very suddenly and leaned over. 

“Lila, it’s impossible. Let’s not kid ourselves. You 
know what sort of beast Martinson is. You know what 
he tried to do when he came riding out of the woods 
and found you here the other day. You say he was 
drunk, or partly so. But he’ll try it again. And do 
you suppose I can rest thinking that any minute he 
might be putting his filthy hands on you?” 

“He won’t, Rud. You can trust me to see to that.” 

“But he’s already done it,” Rud protested. “Good 
Lord, Lila! Have you thought what might ’ve hap- 
pened if I hadn’t come along just when I did?” 

‘Nothing would have happened. I’m quite capable 
of handling ia 

“You only think you’re capable.” 

“Td have been all right, Rud. I could have taken 
care of him, It was sudden, I was caught by surprise 
a little, but—but I could have taken care of him and 
you wouldn’t have lost your job. After all i 

“T should have killed him,” Rud retorted. “I could 
have. I could have blown off his head with a shotgun 
and not felt a qualm about it.” 

“Rud!” She turned to him with widening eyes. 
“You mustn’t say——” 

“Oh, I know.” His shoulders suddenly slumped. “I 
suppose Pm just a hotheaded roughneck. But—well, 
let’s let it pass. ’m all washed up. PIl get my stuff to- 
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gether in the morning. I'll expect you to see me now 
and then. I don’t know how but we’ll work out some- 
thing, since you insist on being stubborn and refuse 
to come with me—" 

“Don’t put it that way, Rud,” Lila protested. “It’s 
been so nice to have you close. I’m going to miss you 
terribly. But J’ll arrange it so we can see each other. 
You know I will. Perhaps on Sunday afternoons, my 
day off. Rud, I can’t tell you how sorry I am that— 
yow’re going.” — 

He stared gloomily at the velvety sod. Then sud- 
denly he straightened and caught her up to him. “You 
watch out for him,” he said fiercely. “And if you 
need me, ever, you call.” 

“T’ll be all right, Rud.” She was frightened by the 
queer savage look on his face. She had been fright- 
ened the other afternoon when Rud had arrived as 
the doctor was attempting to force himself upon her. 
She was thinking how Rud had looked as he jerked 
Martinson back from her and faced him. 

“You think you will. You’ll learn. You-——” 

“Rud!” She whispered his name and turned startled 
eyes toward the edge of the thicket. Her heart seemed, 
for the moment, to stand still. 

“What was it?” His voice, too, was low. 

“Someone,” Lila said. “Someone—moved—over 
there. I heard———” 

She nodded toward the thicket. A branch quivered 
slightly although no breeze stirred. The palm of 
Rud’s hand was suddenly damp where she held it, and 
she felt the tremor in it. ‘The western sky was very 
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dark. The whinny of a horse carried over the hill in 
the stillness. 

Rud abruptly charged at the thicket. Lila followed 
and halted, and remembered that sense of eyes watch- 
ing her. She watched Rud plunge into the density of 
the small alders and pin oaks. She lost sight of him 
but she could hear him threshing about. Presently he 
called her, very softly. 

She went to where he came out with his face grave, 
his eyes smouldering. 

“Someone,” he said, his tone hushed, his mouth 
grim. “Someone’s been standing in there a long time 
or I miss my guess. Someone who knew how to make 
tracks quickly. The ground’s all blurred with foot- 
prints. I don’t like that, Lila.” 

“T can’t understand 

“Martinson wouldn’t be having you watched for 
any reason?” He gripped her elbows and searched 
her face. “You haven’t been doing anything 4g 

“Oh no, Rud!’ She dropped her eyes to hide the 
guilt she knew must be there. Watched . . . Her 
visit to Halstead . . . Her prowling secretly in that 
grim house for some shred of evidence that might 
lift the cloud from her father’s name .. . 

She glanced at her watch and broke away. “Rud, 
the time. Those kids 71] think I’ve deserted them for 
sure.” She started running and Rud trotted at her 
side. “I’ve got to get the children ready to go to their 
grandmother’s.”’ 

Rud caught her wrist and stopped her. She felt the 
throb of his heart as he held her to him and kissed her. 

“Tl see you in the morning,” he said. “Before I 
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go away. Then we can arrange to see each other Sun- 
day.” 

“Tf nothing happens,” she answered and smiled at 
him, and it wasn’t until she’d resumed her hurried 
pace toward the hilltop that she thought of just how 


odd those words had sounded. What could happen? 


(IIT) 


THE WEEK ENDS at Witchwood were something to re- 
member, especially if you weren't used to the 
mouutain-distilled variety of apple ack which no 
gentleman of those Virginia hills would be without, 
despite the legal offerings of orthodox blends. 

Dr Sumpter Martinson prided himself on his ability 
as a host, on his lavish hospitality. From his game 
room in the cellar, with a bar across one end and a 
running spring coursing through a groove in the 
concrete floor, to his pine-paneled attic with its spare 
beds of maple and walnut, his house was at the com- 
plete disposal of his guests. And somehow his guests 
had a way of catching the country-club atmosphere 
from the gaudily awninged exterior and conveying it 
to these vaulted rooms and corridors. The one differ- 
ence was that Dr Sumpter Martinson furnished no 
music other than that provided by the radio, which 
sometimes was called upon for dancing. 

His guests numbered usually from fifteen to 
twenty. ‘Tonight there were close to thirty, but not all 
of them would remain overnight. At least half of that 
number were merely dinner guests who, in due course, 
would take their departure. 

Lila didn’t know all of them, and made no effort t 
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know them. She couldn’t get Rud out of her mind and 
she heartily wished she could steal away from these 
people and be with him. 

Sarah Mordaunt, majestically aloof, smiled down 
at her icily and said, “My dear! Are we boring you?” 
and went on with the light catching in her white hair. 

And Lila’s smile was wooden as she gazed after this 
elderly woman of whom she’d heard so many strange 
and unbelievable things. 

The doctor came over to her, pressed her arm 
warmly, and patted the back of her hand and said, 
“Herbert will be late, Lila. When he comes be sure 
to tell him I want him.” His pale popping eyes were 
down close to her eyes and he added: 

“And I want a moment with you—later.” This last 
with some meaningful emphasis that made her draw 
away from him and turn. 

The doctor was effusively drunk, erect and pom- 
pous and dominant. 

“Herbert will belate . . .” She turned to look over 
the guests. Herbert was always late. Herbert 
Trencher was the doctor’s small pale nephew. He 
would come in, and you wouldn’t know he was there 
unless you looked for him. And what would the doctor 
want with her-—later? She remembered Rud’s warn- 
ing. 

‘She felt a small coldness and saw Kate 'Temple’s 
hard little eyes beaming on her. Kate came over to 
her and laid a hand on her arm and said, “You look 
adorable, my dear. That white net! I wish I could wear 
it.? She held a tinkling drink and raised it to her lips 
for asip. They all held drinks but Lila. They had been 
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holding them ever since dinner, and they would con- 


tinue until deep into the night. . 

“Thank you,” Lila said lamely, wanting to get 
away from this sleek hardness. Here were people 
whose names were in social registers and blue books 
of Virginia’s gentry, and they were sought after by 
«limbers who wanted to be noticed and talked about. 
And she knew she neither fitted nor belonged, and 
never could belong. . 

“Oh, Sidney,” Mrs Temple gushed, and Lila 
clanced at the man who came up beside her. “You 
know Miss Landis, of course? You’ve met Sidney 
Ware, Lila?’ , 

Sidney Ware twitched his waxed mustache with the 
gesture of his lips and smiled brilliantly. ‘““Have I 
met Miss Landis?” His bow was gracious. “Do you 
think I’m slipping, my dear Kate?” He turned from 
Kate and possessed Lila’s arm. 

“There’s Rich with what we both need,” Sidney 
Ware said suavely. 

The colored butler, brought in for these week ends, 
caught Sidney’s signal. He approached and Sidney 
removed two glasses from the tray. He gave one to 
Lila, held the other even with his shoulder. 

“Vo loveliness,” Sidney Ware said, and drank. 

Pretense! Pretense! Lila touched her glass to her 
lips. She couldn’t drink. She hated even the odor of 
it. She was not a good sport in their sense of the word. 

‘ihe doctor brushed against her and turned and 
said, “Oh!” hen he smiled at Sidney and added, 
“Remember, I saw her first,” and laughed loudly, so 
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that Lila repressed a shudder and tried to step back 
as if to efface herself completely. 

“And when you see them,” Siduey Ware was say- 
ing, “you certainly take a good look.” He winked at 
Lila and somebody laughed. 

It was Wayman Stanley, hanging to the doctor’s 
lapel, his watery eyes puffy in his small pink face. 
A shm and dapper man who could have been anywhere 
between thirty-five and fifty, scrupulously neat, al- 
most dainty. 

Wayman Stanley said, “Sumpter, P’ve been com- 
missioned as a committee of one to insist on your tell- 
ing the story of Witchwood. You have some guests 
who haven’t been here before, and if you'll 
oblige——”* 

“Excellent idea,” Sidney Ware said. “The story of 
the lone young witch and the horse. Have you heard 
it?” His question was for Lila. 

“Who hasn’t?” she answered wearily. 

“They’ve all heard it,” the doctor said expansively. 
“They don’t want me to——” 

Kate Temple interrupted, “Do tell it, Doctor, you 
do it so well.” A jeweled hand touched the swell of 
Martinson’s shirt front. 

“Well, if you really insist Pe 





And although nobody insisted further, the doctor 
swaggered to the mantel and clapped his hands for 
quiet, his pale eyes beaming. 

Lila thought of escape to her room in the L, re- 
moved from the rest of the house. She thought of Rud 
in his quarters in the old tenant house across the gar- 
dens. It didn’t seem possible that he would be saying 
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good-by in the morning. She had a sudden desire to 
slip out to the telephone and call him. He would meet 
her in the gardens. But then the doctor would miss 
her and would send someone to look for her. 

Why he insisted on her attending these affairs she 
couldn’t understand. But, yes, she could understand, 
too. No use trying to deny it. The doctor was proud 
of everything he had around him. He blustered and 
bragged and made you understand that what he had 
around him was better than what anyone else had. 
And that went for women. She knew it and hated the 
knowledge of it. 

“The witch,” someone called. “There’s a storm 
gathering. Turn the lights low and let us have the 
story of the witch.” 

“Well,” the doctor said, “once upon a time a couple 
of hundred years ago, when this house was a public 
inn, a stagecoach pulled up at nightfall and a girl 
about twenty-five, very fair and very beautiful, got 
out.” 

“That must have been you,” Sidney Ware whis- 
pered to Lila. 

Lila moved her arm to shake off his hand. 

“This girl,’ Dr Martinson continued, “asked for 
a room for the night. The innkeeper wondered why 
she didn’t have a companion and asked her about her- 
self. Only she wouldn’t tell him anything. She merely 
said she was on a long journey, and that she was 
very tired. 

“There was a man sitting by the fire who heard the 
girl talk and didn’t say anything right then, bh 
waited until the innkeeper had aa | Ml | | | 
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and returned. ‘The man by the fire said it was queer, 
but this young woman talked like a New Englander, 
and he wondered why'a girl from maybe Connecticut 
or Massachusetts should be straying this far from 
home. ‘Then the man said the old black cat by the fire 
had acted queerly, and that was a bad sign. 

“That night a terrible storm came up, and along 
about midnight the storm was at its height with 
plenty of thunder and lightning. The wind was 
whipping the trees savagely, and the innkeeper was 
nodding by the fire, when he heard a peculiar noise 
and straightened up. There was a lull in the storm 
and a cock crowed.” 

‘A cock crowed,” Kate Temple echoed eerily. 

“That’s what I say,” the doctor resumed. “In this 
country when a cock crows around midnight they say 
it’s a sign of death.” | 

A girl next to Lila shuddered and moistened her 
lips. 

“Well,” the doctor continued, “the cat suddenly 
gave out a ghastly cry and ran up the stairs and 
arched his back. The innkeeper heard a moaning 
then, and a sound like a shutter slamming. 

“He got upstairs and saw the cat clawing at the 
girl’s door. You can still see the scratches in the wood. 
We call it the Green Room. 

“The innkeeper finally got the door unlocked and 
plunged into the room. His candle was snuffed out be- 
cause the window in the room was up, which was un- 
heard of in those days. The rain and wind were 
swirling in, and the bed was wet around the foot of it. 

“Lhe innkeeper closed the window and got another 
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light. He found blood on the sheets, but the girl was 
gone. He roused his wife and son, and the son roused 
others. 

“The men got lanterns and started a search of the 
fields. They found no trace of footprints, but they did 
find a young man who said that about midnight he 
had seen a white horse on the road. He had been com- 
ing home from a neighbor’s and had been cutting 
across a field in the storm, and a flash of lightning had 
revealed this white horse on the road, and he said a 
woman rode the horse—a young woman sitting very 
straight and staring ahead of her with her eyes sort 
of glassy and fixed. A dead woman on a white horse!”’ 

The doctor paused and gazed about him. A mur- 
mur rose and died. Somebody said, “Maybe it’s my 
room.” Thunder sounded in the distance. 

“No,” Martinson said, “it’s my room.” 

Lila felt the grip on her arm close more tightly. 
Her own fingers were clenched in her lap. 

“What happened then?” someone cried. 

“Nothing. No trace of the girl was ever found. No 
one else saw the horse that night, and there were no 
tracks in the road. The man who’d been sitting by 
the fire had been in New England, and had heard 
strange stories of the witches, and what had been done 
to put an end to them. It was his opinion that that 
girl was one who had sold herself, body and soul, to 
the devil and was trying to escape the penalty of being 
a witch. 

“¥Yis theory that the girl disappeared by the devil’s 
hand was accepted. But the legend has come down 
through two long centuries that, when a storm is out 
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of the south—as it rarely ever is—a white horse can 
be seen where the woods curve along the road. A white 
horse with a woman mounted—the figure of a woman 
in a long cloak.” 

“Tradition!” The speaker turned a sardonic smile 
on the doctor. “Befitting a gentleman’s estate.” Ellis 
Ormsby’s drawl was quiet and somehow insolent. He 
was pink-jowled and pudgy, with thick, very red 
lips, a lawyer in his middle thirties. 

Sarah Mordaunt said, “Yes, tradition! Something 
that you, with your carefully affected gentlemanli- 
ness, can’t boast about.” The way she turned her 
shoulder and the way she raised it slightly set up a 
quick tension that was at once broken when someone 
laughed. 

Then someone imitated the meow of a cat with 
startling accuracy. 

Sidney Ware said, “The party is getting feline. 
She’s twenty years older than the doctor but she still 
has what it takes.” He nodded toward Sarah’s back. 

A girl, Denny Scott, whispered, “If you knew 
about them what I know as 

But Kate Temple was saying to the doctor, “Sump- 
ter keeps that room for himself because he thinks 
the girl might ride back some night. You watch every 
time a storm’s from the south, don’t you, Sumpter?” 

“Oh yes,” Martinson cried. “I’m a firm believer in 
ghosts.” His stomach shook with his laughter. 

“Ghosts,” the dapper Mr Stanley mumbled. “TI 
loathe them.” He seemed slightly unsteady, and his 
eyes were glassy as he held himself erect. 
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“There’s thunder!” Sarah Mordaunt tilted her 
head with a touch of drama. 

“Thunder and—wind. Listen!” Denny Scott rolled 
hor large dark eyes and puckered her large red mouth. 
“Out of the south.” 

Sidney Ware released Lila’s arm and turned to her, 
smiling. He moved closer to Denny and said, “We'll 
look for the horse. Shall we?” 

“If we only had a black cat by the fireplace,” some- 
one moaned. 

A door slammed suddenly and Lila felt a quick, 
cool gust. She turned to the hall door, startled. The 
cust had gone as quickly as it had come. 

Abruptly, as if by prearrangement, a figure ap- 
peared in the door, tall and straight, her face dead 
white against the blackness of her hair which was 
drawn tightly back. It was Marie Burton, Martin- 
son’s secretary, and her black eyes were searching. 
Her breathing indicated that she had come in a great 
hurry. 

Lila saw Martinson turn and stare. Marie moved 
her lips without speaking audibly. 

The doctor mumbled something to Stanley and 
swaggered through the gathered guests. 

Kate Temple uncoiled from the hassock on which 
she sat and said, “I’m all for looking for the white 
horse if this storm really breaks.” 

Pale fire suddenly licked out beyond the screens 
at the open french windows that led onto the veranda. 
It was followed immediately by a terrific crack of 
thunder close by. 
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The lights flickered. They always flickered in a 
storm that way, almost died in the bulbs, then came 
back dimly. 

“Where’s the ghost?” a guest called, and people 
began to get to their feet. Lila edged her way to the 
central hall. She thought of the windows in her room. 
They would get the rain. She had a brief view of a 
dress disappearing at the curve of the upper landing. 

The hall was deserted, but a curtain trembled from 
the draft that was more pronounced here. She moved 
down toward the east wing and halted suddenly at the 
sound of voices. 

She heard Rud saying: 

“You’re in a spot. You know what happens for 
things like that?” Something deadly in his tone. 

“She’s lying,”? Martinson’s voice snarled. “And 
you’ve got a hell of a lot of nerve. Get out of here, 
Parrish, and stay out. Perhaps I should have——” 
“Pm warning you,” Rud retorted. “God knows 
why. Best thing’s to let you get what’s coming to you, 
and that’s plenty.” 

“The girl’s a liar,” the doctor repeated. “And if 
you’ve got some filthy idea of blackmail 

There was a sudden sound, an end to the voices. 
Had one of them struck the other? It had sounded 
like that. And the draft was gone. The door had been 
closed. 

Rud! She wanted to run after him, wanted to ask 
him the meaning of this call. Almost midnight. *‘She’s 
lying .. .” he doctor’s vicious words. Who was 
lying? What had Marie Burton called Martinson back 
here for? 
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Suddenly she realized that someone was coming 
and stepped back from the hallway into the dining 
room. 

The doctor passed her, swaggering, stomach pro- 
truding, glaring angrily. 

She stood rigid, not breathing, then a little gasp 
escaped her. She was not alone in this room! 

She didn’t know what warned her, couldn’t tell 
whether it was a sound of breathing or a sound of 
stealthy movement. Her legs would not move, nor 
could she cry out. But finally she made a lunge for 
the door and touched something in passing. 

She touched something that felt like—the cloth of 
a man’s sleeve! She couldn’t be sure of anything. She 
was driven solely by the mad desire to get out of the 
darkness, back to the drawing room where other 
people were. 

Lila forgot her windows, hurried down the hall. 
Then she glanced up the stairway and saw Marie 
Burton descending. Her first thought was to ask 
Marie what had happened, but she knew that Marie 
wouldn’t speak. Which was why, despite her plain- 
ness, Dr Martinson kept her with him. Not the 
motion-picture type of secretary, packing a lot of 
eye appeal, but the plain, efficient, invaluable sort 
that has a way of making herself indispensable. 

“So, there you are!” It was Sidney, and Lila found 
herself being swirled into the drawing room. The 
hghts were still dim from the almost constant light- 
ning, but the sudden wind had stopped, and insects 
fluttered against the screens. 

A small patter of rain came and passed, and Sid- 
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ney Ware had started to say something when Denny 
Scott broke in. 

“Listen! Listen to that!” 

“Eight bells on the ship’s clock,” Kate Temple 
said. “Midnight. I though fe 

“A rooster! Listen!” Denny was suddenly on her 
feet. 

The hubbub stilled instantly. Lila turned toward 
the open windows. 

“Three times!’ The deliberate Ellis Ormsby stirred 
in his deep chair, put down his glass. ““That’s death, 
Doc?” He turned to Martinson lazily. A woman’s 
shoulders drew up in a quick shudder. Another 
reached for her scarf. 

Ormsby’s smile was a leer. The doctor did not face 
him. The doctor was staring toward the darkness be- 
yond the screens. 

Then the wind came and another bright sword of 
fire. The lights died completely, left them in the 
smother of darkness. 

“The ghost. We’ll get to see the ghost.” 

There was the murmur and the stir of people brush- 
ing by her, the small points of lighted cigarettes, sup- 
pressed giggles and whispers, the sound of the screens 
opening outward to the veranda, the ominous under- 
tones of the thunder. 

“The woods—in that direction.” 

A blaze of lightning revealed one of the guests 
standing in the doorway, pointing. But Lila wasn’t 
staring at the door. Her eyes were on the chair where 
the doctor had sat just a moment ago. It was empty 
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now, as was the seat the fat lawyer had occupied. Two 
vacant chairs facing in the oppressive darkness. 

She thought of the telephone, of getting Rud to 
rout out the electrician. But no, the doctor would be 
looking after that. 

The telephone was in the hall, down near the main 
stairway. Lila stumbled against a table, too low 
to meet the touch of her outstretched hands. She got 
to the wall and groped for the doorway. 

With the thunder and the babble it was impossible 
to hear anything distinctly. Once Lila thought some- 
one called her name, but when it wasn’t repeated she 
kept on. She’d feel a lot better if she knew Rud was 
looking after this light business. The ightning might 
have gotten the telephone circuit, too. 

Someone brushed by her and almost bowled her 
over, someone coming very hurriedly along the pas- 
sage, 

There were some candles in the dining room in that 
Jarge buffet. Where was Rich, the week-end lackey? 
Rich or Millie, the parlormaid, certainly ought to be 
getting some sort of light. There was an oil lamp in 
the kitchen kept for emergencies back there. 

Kyut with all this jumble and hubbub.. . 

It was suddenly as if a bomb had exploded there 
at her feet. I'hat intensely blinding blue ball of fire, 
that weird crackle in the air, that taste of sulphur or 
something metallic in her mouth. The glare in her 
eyes even after the darkness pressed in again. Then 
the awful crash of thunder, the earsplitting clap, 
the tremor of the earth and the house, as if struck 
by some mighty tormentor bent on swift destruction. 
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Screams from the veranda, where the rain pelted 
down, and, caught in the teeth of the sudden wind, 
was sent into a spray over the huddled guests, who 
were sobered now by the storm’s quick fury. 

There was a ringing in Lila’s ears as she stepped 
back out of the hall. Someone was crying for lights, 
and the guests were crowding into the living room and 
slamming the long french windows shut. 

Then she stood frozen and sniffed, and clutched at 
the doorsill for support. That acrid odor, carried 
on a down-draft through the vaulted corridor, was not 
of the storm. 

“Firecrackers,” one of the guests cried. “I smell— 
say, who’s been shooting?” 

Lila propelled herself on trembling legs through 
the dark corridor toward the vague shadow of the 
rising stairs. 


[IV] 


Mr HatstTEaD was greatly disturbed. He was certain 
that no one in all this world could experience so much 
difficulty and so much downright discomfort in the 
innocent pursuit of pleasure. The gentleman who had 
rented him this cabin, for instance, had not even 
mentioned the word mosquito. And it had been Hal- 
stead’s belief that these insects were indigenous only 
to the state of New Jersey. 

His awakening was indeed sad, both figuratively 
and literally. He stood in the middle of the floor and 
scratched himself with gusto. The danged pests had 
not put in appearance until sometime in the evening 
when things had grown still. The screens at the win- 
dows had not been sufficient to protect him from 
them. 

And now this rain! His landlord hadn’t said any- 
thing about the condition of the roof, and it would be 
Halstead’s luck to have his bed exactly under the one 
spot where water would come through. The cabin 
could have had a hundred rooms with plenty of space 
in each, and still his bed would be under the only leak 
in the shingles. 

He gazed mournfully at his bed and gathered up 
vhe Slack in the seat of his none too tailored pajamas. 
he seat was damp and clammy and considerably an- 
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noying. He turned to the chair near the window 
over which his clothes had been draped. The cies 
had driven In through the screen with remem tapy 
effect before Halstead had got the window down, No 
use trying to put those things on. They’d have to he 
hung out on a bush as soon as the sun came out in 
the morning. 

And he couldn’t just stand here and shiver in these 
wet night clothes. He took the lamp and went to the 
closet in the corner with dread in his soul. If water 
had come in there... 

The water hadn’t, but some wasps had. Halstead 
ducked as they flew into the room and fluttered 
against his lamp’s hot chimney. The light almost died 
on him with a puff of smoke, but he righted himself 
just in time. 

People, he thought, did strange things in the name 
of pleasure. 

On the floor of the closet his suitcase was open, and 
the dressing gown gave him an idea. He quickly got 
out of his pajamas and into the robe and then set 
himself to the business of making his bed tenantable. 

He stripped off the sheets. There would be some 
fresh ones around. The landlord had said something 
about plenty of linen... The work of flopping the 
mattress over was simple. He expected to find that 
it had been soaked through but he was doomed to 
disappointment. The ticking was perfectly dry. 

The far corner of the room by that other window 
would be the place for his bed. He made sure that 
the floor was dry, however, and then shoved the bed 
over, 
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Te wasn’t certain that he ought to try to sleep fur- 
ther beeause of this lightning. He’d much rather be 
awake in the event it took the cabin in its stride. That 
last bolt, that had virtually deafened him, had taken 
about ten years off his life, and he had already made 
up his mind that if he ever got back to Washington 
alive he would be happy indeed to endure the breath- 
less heat of the capital’s unlovely summers. Just so 
long as he had a clean, dry room in which to live his 
private life. 

Halstead’s cigarettes were hopelessly soaked. He 
fished them out of the shirt pocket on the chair and 
stared at them in disgust. He went in search of the 
carton he’d brought along with him and found it at 
length among his provisions, but unfortunately he 
had set some of his cooking equipment on the carton 
with not such pleasant results. 

He finally extricated a package that was dry, if 
somewhat mashed, and lit one of them from the top 
of his lamp chimney. He then arranged his pillows, 
pulled up a box to the side of his bed, placed an ash 
tray thereon and blew out the light. 

He knew it was exceedingly dangerous to lie this 
way and smoke, and he knew that some morning the 
obituary editors would mention the fact that a charred 
body was taken from the ruins and tentatively identi- 
fied as one A. EK. Halstead. You had to drift off to 
sleep, however, to get this effect, and there would be 
no more sleep for him this night. Not with the thun- 
der cracking until his ears rang and the concussion 
threatening to bring the roof down on top of him. 

And then there was that constant drip from the 
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ceiling over there on the other side of the room. Per- 
haps he ought to get a pan and put under it, save 
the floor a little. But then the water dripping into a 
metal receptacle would be worse still. He stared into 
the darkness and thought of all the comfortable beds 
he had enjoyed in the course of his life. He could 
think of worse ones, too. 

Halstead had just squashed out his cigarette and 
settled himself for repose, when a light that didn’t 
have the blue-whiteness of the electrical disturbance, 
slanted briefly across his bed and formed a pattern for 
an instant on the wall. He scowled in perplexity, 
hoisted himself to his elbow, and stared through the 
rain-streaked pane. 

“A car !”? His ejaculation was audible. He had never 
owned one of the things and he often questioned the © 
sanity of people who did. 

A in in that crooked little road on a night like 
this! He squinted and scratched a mosquito bite and 
hunched himself closer to the window. Must be some- 
one in a hurry, slipping and sliding around and 

The headlights swerved sharply, straightened, then 
came to a stop with the twin beams pointing toward 
the steep path up to his quarters. The rain slanted 
long needles against the lenses. 

A blurred figure running, coming up his steps. He 
dropped his feet to the floor in consternation. It 
couldn’t be that some goof had lost his way and was 
seeking refuge from the storm. He belted his robe 
tightly about his spare figure and was just striking a 
match to his lamp when the pounding on the door 
started. 
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And above the pounding a voice that caused him to 
stare at the wooden panels and forget the match. The 
flame scorched his fingers. 

“Mr Halstead! Oh, Mr Halstead. Quickly— 
7 " 





“Come in! PH get a light...” He fumbled again 
with his lamp. 

The door opened and closed behind him before he 
cot the chimney on, and when he turned to his visitor 
all movement left his feet. He could only hold on to 
the light and stare. 

Lila Landis said, ‘Thank heaven,” and sighed. She 
jeaned against the door as if her knees no longer 
would support her. She gazed at Halstead with a 
gueer kind of fixity and her face was chalky pale and 
drawn. 

“But, Miss Landis—you ns 

“Can you come with me—at once?” Her lids flut- 
tered rapidly and she drew herself erect. He could 
see the visible effort she exerted. He knew she was 
forcing a calmness that was hard to keep. 

“Why, I—it’s one o’clock in the morning, and un- 
less something terrible 

“Horrible,” she corrected. Her raincoat parted and 
revealed her white net, damp and crumpled now with 
the flouncing all muddy. “It’s—the doctor. He’s— 
dead !” 

Halstead set the lamp down very calmly. He 
smacked his lips together, puckered them, pulled up 
a chair. 

“Dead,” he repeated after that long tense pause. 
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Then he grunted. “Sit down. Tell me how. You look 
all shot to pieces.” 7 - 

“T can’t get him out of my mind,” Lila answered 
in a dull monotone. “I can’t close my eyes but what I 
see him—there. The blood > She closed her eyes 
and pressed her fingertips against them. _ 

“Accident?” But he knew instinctively it wasn't. 
He got a cigarette out; flame blazed up on the ragged 
tip of rt. oe 

“I—don’t know. I ran up the stairs and—it was 
horrible.” . 

“He didn’t die in his bed,” Halstead said, prompt- 
ing her and hoping she wouldn’t fall apart. Hyster1- 
cal women were too hard on him. Rather a raging 
maniac any day. | . 

“On the floor,” Lila got out with hesitancy. “The 
back of his head > She placed her palm over her 
eyes as she shuddered. 

“Suicide, perhaps?” Halstead was telling himself 
he had to go easy. He was admiring the way she 
held on. 

“It couldn’t have been,” she blurted. “Not the back 
of his head blown a 

“Shot,” Halstead rumbled. His frown deepened 
and something in his face changed. Seemed to harden. 

“Yes, shot.” Lila wet her lips. Her eyes were fixed 
on the opposite wall of the cabin. “I didn’t hear the 
shot. I don’t think anybody did. That awful hght- 
ning and thunder. It was the smell of the powder 
and somebody saying .. .” Her fingers fell across 
her mouth and her eyes found him. They were very 
wide with strange lights in them. 
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“Relax,” Halstead snapped. “You’re doing swell. 
You want me to come?” 

“Yes. Um terribly afraid.” She slumped back in 
the chair. 

“Somebody call the sheriff ?” 

“T think—Rud did.” 

Halstead paused, getting his suit out of the waspy 
closet, and shot a glance at her. A question formed in 
his mind but he didn’t ask it. No use upsetting her 
any more. 

“Anybody know you came here?” This was a dif- 
ferent question. “Anybody see you leave?” 

‘“I—don’t know. I saw the—body and everybody 
was babbling and milling around the hall outside the 
Green Room door 7 

“What’s the Green Room?” 

“The doctor’s bedroom.” 

Halstead shook his head. “And I don’t suppose any- 
body at all thought to caution those people against 
touching anything?” 

“Yes, Rud did! I remember. He said—he ordered 
everybody out of the room and the upper hall. I re- 
member he told somebody to get the sheriff on the 
wire. It was all pretty jumbled.” 

“Probably worse than jumbled now all right,” 
Halstead brooded. “Look! You sit quiet. ’m going 
in here to dress.” He indicated the dark kitchen with 
a nod. A moment later from the kitchen he called, 
“Who’s Rud?” | 

‘here was a long pause. Iinally her voice answered, 
“The doctor’s general manager. He—that is he was 
the general manager until a 
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“Until what?” Halstead was dressing rapidly. 

“Until yesterday, He’s leaving the farm-———” 

“What for?” | 

Again that long silence. He peered from the dark- 
ness at her and scowled. 

“Rud couldn’t have done it,” she said very sud- 
denly, and tears started to spill over her lashes. “He 
didn’t do it. I know——~” 

“You'd better not say anything like that to the 
sheriff ; he mightn’t understand the way I do.” 

“Understand?” 

“This Rud’—Halstead was pulling on his pants— 
“what's the rest of his name?” . 

“Parrish. Rudyard. His mother was an admirer of 
Kipling. She——” Jar 

“Rud Parrish,” Halstead mumbled, slipping his 
suspenders over his lank shoulders. “General manager 
until yesterday—yesterday was Friday. Parrish get- 
ting ready to leave the farm.” After a pause he shot 
the question: “Why?” | eens 

He was buttoning his collar and slipping his tie 
around it before she answered. 

“Discharged. The doctor ‘i . 

“But Rud couldn’t possibly have shot the doctor,” 
Halstead jerked out, fumbling with his tie knot. He 
re-entered his big room and squinted into a mirror. 

“He wouldn’t do anything like that,” Lila pro- 
tested. She watched him as he ran the comb through 
his hair. Her voice was tremulous. 

Halstead slipped into his coat. “This Rud means a 


lot to you,” he said. 
‘“‘He’s been—so kind. If it hadn’t been for him JT 
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don’t think I could have stuck it out. He’s been very 
fine and——~” 

“You'd better come on,” Halstead interrupted, set- 
ting his hat on his long head. “You can tell me all 
about Rud while we travel. The sheriff won’t like it 
a bit, you coming after me this way. He probably 
wowt like me, either. You’re in a spot.” 

“Ye—es.” She rose and held her raincoat tight 
across her breast. 

“You’re not dumb.” He held the door for her, then 
blew out the light. 

Neither spoke until she’d gotten the car turned 
and on its way. Then Halstead resumed: “This boy 
friend’s in a spot, too.” 

“You sound like a policeman, Mr Halstead. 
You sd 

“How'd you suppose my feet got this big and 
flat?” He got a cigarette to glowing. “You'd better 
talk fast. At the rate you’re hitting this gravel we’re 
going to be there in a minute or we’re going to be 
angels.” 

“There’s nothing to tell,” Lila hesitated. “I mean 
I’ve told you who Rud is, and what his position was 
and is 

‘“Why’d the doctor fire him?” 

Another period of silence while a sudden burst of 
rain slashed against the windshield and water spouted 
in through openings in the side curtains. Halstead 
drew himself up and got as close to her as he could 
to keep his suit from getting wet. 

“Why?” Halstead repeated. 

“'They’d had some trouble,” Lila finally answered. 
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Halstead listened without interruption while Lila 
jerkily got out the story of the doctor’s attempt to 
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paw over her. 
“Tt wasn’t,” she said with a catch in her voice, 
+ have handled the doctor. He’d been 


“that I couldn 
drinking, and I suppose——”’ 


“But Rud handled him?” 


“Yes,” 
“And Rud was fired?” 
“Yes.” 
“And now the doctor’s dead.”? He shook his head 
sadly. 
n with the rear end skidding 


They took a tur 3 
around. And when Lila got the car righted again, 


Halstead said, “Now tell me about yourself. The 
doctor’s been giving you a pretty tough time of it, 


too.” 
“Jt—hasn’t been pleasant.” 
“Pawing?” 





“Not exactly. That’s an ugly word. 'That 

“Murder,” Halstead mumbled. “That’s ugly busi- 
ness. You want me to help you. I can’t do much if 
you won’t help me. When the sheriff gets there he’s 
going to ask you questions—plenty. He’s not going 
to be on your side.” oo 

No, I suppose not.” 
body i tar joi ep He’s going to look for some- 
he shen’ heh “7 east to shoot the doctor. Then 
na ine to do a thing like that,” 
can’t i. I mean so unreal. I 


Co 


BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 5é 
t 


“Relax,” he admonished quietly. “You want me to 
drive for your” 

“Pm all right.” 

“hat’s good. Hold on to yourself. Don’t let any- 
body seare you. Only tell the truth. Tell me first, then 
maybe I can help you better when the sheriff starts 
doing his stuff.” 

“What more do you want to know?” she demanded. 
“Tve told ss 

“Tell me how the doctor treated you, and whether 
you ever had any reason to—repulse his attentions. 
Before Friday—no, the other day. Whenever it was.” 

“Wednesday afternoon. When Rud came and 
saw him making—trying to hold me...” Her voice 
was unsteady. 

“How about before that?” 

“He never made any movement toward me,” Lila 
answered. **He would just look. There was one night 
when I first went there to live...” A catch in her 
tone. | 

Halstead knew it was distasteful. He stole a side 
glance at her, made out her dim profile. “Yes?” he 
prompted. 

“T hardly know how to put it—exactly.” After a 
moment she went on, “It was in my room. Down the L. 
I had undressed. Had off most of my things and was 
reaching for my robe when my door opened. I had 
heard no knock. I couldn’t get my robe over me be- 
fore he—saw me. I didn’t know what to say. He stood 
in my door ia 

“The doctor?” Halstead supplied with a slight in- 
flection. 








5A BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 


“Yes, the doctor. He stood in my door beaming at 
me. Those pale, queer eyes of his. I tell you I’ve never 
had... ve never felt like that before in my life. 
He didn’t even apologize. He merely said, ‘Oh,’ and 
lingered there a moment while I struggled with my 
robe. Then he asked me if there was anything I 
wanted. I was so fussed and upset I don’t remember 
what I said.” 

Halstead tossed away his cigarette. He turned this 
over in his mind. More and more he wished he could 
have met Dr Martinson before that gentleman had ex- 
pired. 

“Anything like that happen again?” he asked pres- 
ently, swallowing and cutting off his last word when 
the car hit a bump. 

She was busy with the wheel for a moment, then 
she answered, “No. But I’ve never felt—dressed 
when he was around. That way he had of looking at 
me as if he got some secret sensation - 

When he saw that she was stuck he changed the 
topic with, “This party last night—Friday night. 
He always had you in on his parties?” 

“It was part of my job.” 

“Governess?” Halstead turned to her abruptly. 

“No. Hostess, too. I was supposed to be there to 
sort of look after the women guests. That was one of 
the doctor’s stipulations when he employed me. At 
first I thought it would be fun, I thought it was a ges- 
ture on his part to make me feel on a social level with 
him and his guests. But pe 

“But what?” 
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“T-—-don’t belong. I’m not smart and sophisticated 
and witty, and I can’t drink and re 

“And the place is full of those people now,” Hal- 
stead groaned. “Just my luck. How many?” 

“Nearly thirty.” 

“And not a one of ’em but what loved the doctor 
dearly and wouldn’t want to cause his demise for any- 
thing on earth. Servants?” 

“A housekeeper, a cook, a parlormaid and a week- 
end butler.” , 

“All devoted to the good doctor,” Halstead 
mourned, “and stricken to death with grief. Dear me, 
Miss Landis, I’m afraid it looks hopeless. Even be- 
fore we get there I can tell you pretty nearly that 
I’m not going to get anywhere. How far is it from 
your place to town?” 

“Ten miles,” Lila replied. 

“And what time was it when this thing happened?” 

“Not very long after midnight. Not over ten min- 
utes. Maybe not that. I remember because it was just 
after the clock struck that the lightning put the lights 
out. It was terribly dar ‘a 

“You say you didn’t hear any shot. You just 
smelled powder smoke immediately after a clap of 
thunder.” 

“Yes. It was that awful streak of ball lightning. I 
thought I’d been struck. The thunder shook every 
rafter in the house. It was just after that when I 
smelled the smoke, and one of the guests in the dark 
called out something about firecrackers and wanted to 
know who was shooting them. I somehow ran toward 
the stairway.” 
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“In the dark?” Halstead said. 

Vas.” 

“By yourself?” 

“Yes. I—I ran for the stairway and started up and 
I heard a cry, then I saw someone on the stairs with 
a candle. It was one of the guests—a woman. She was 
groping for the wall and sort of staggering. Then she 
sat down all at once and the candle fell from her 
hands. I—picked it up and asked her what had hap- 
pened and she couldn’t talk. She just pointed up the 
stairs to the landing. 

“T took the candle and went on and I saw the door 
to the Green Room open and somebody else was stand- 
ing there staring. Another guest. From then on noth- 
ing’s quite clear except I saw the—doctor lying there 
—his head—the back of it all—ugh!” Her knuckles 
were white where she gripped the wheel. 

Halstead cleared his throat. “You saw the remains. 
Hmm! You say Rud took charge of things. He told 
someone to call the sheriff. That was just before you 
dashed down and got in your car to come for me?” 

aah ld 

“Tet’s see now. You got to my place about ten to 
one. It’s about five after now. The sheriff, even if he 
could get started right away... How far yet?” 

“Beyond that next curve,” Lila answered. “‘See 
that little bridge?” 

“The house is just the other side of that?” 

‘As soon as we pass this bank you can see the hghts. 
Oh no—not unless the electrician has them working 
.. But there’s the house. See? Yes, there 


or 


again . 
are lights.” 
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“One other thing,” Halstead said hurriedly. “Rud. 
How’d you get separated from him at the party?” 

Halstead immediately grabbed the door handle 
and the dash. He realized he had asked the wrong 
question. Lila got hold of the car and herself and 
turned into the doctor’s drive. 

“How?” Halstead repeated. 

“T didn’t get separated from him.” Her voice was 
very small. 

‘You mean you hadn’t been with him?” 

“T hadn’t been with him,” she replied a little more 
firmly. ‘The doctor—just didn’t have Rud at his 
parties. I don’t know why, but ” 

“Wait a minute! This Rud lives on the place?” 

‘In the tenant house. He has his quarters———” 

“Not at the party. He didn’t live in the house.” 
Halstead’s voice was deep and rich. “‘And yet he’s up- 
stairs there right after the murder, taking charge of 
things and ia 

“T know,” Lila cried. “He shouldn’t have been there. 
I mean he ” 

“I‘here’s no cars there by the porch,” Halstead 
snapped. “The sheriff’s not here yet, and that’s one 
break for you, Miss Landis. [ want to meet your 
friend right away, and you stay with me and keep 
still. Lord, this is a mess! I don’t know whether I 
ought to even try to look into rt... .” 














[V] 


Rup Parris was in the hall when Halstead and Ll, 
entered the west door. He was very tall and lean in his 
white trousers and dark coat, and his tousled hair 
seemed more unruly than ever. His face was curiously 
drawn, a whiteness about his lips. ; 

When he saw Lila he was visibly relieved. He turned 
from the black-haired girl with the white bony face 
and caught both Lila’s hands. 

“Thank God,” he said under his breath. “I couldn’t 
imagine where—I had Rich looking all over for you 
and I was just about = 

“Rud, this is Mr Halstead,” Lila said, and 
stepped back to allow Halstead to approach. 

The lank detective held out his long-fingered hand 
and acknowledged the introduction while Rud Par- 
rish blinked, then turned to Lila with an unvoiced 





query. 
“T should have told you,” Lila said, addressing 


Rud. “You laughed when I mentioned seeing Mr 
Halstead. I .saw him this—yesterday morning, and 
when this ghastly thing happened I could think of no 
one else. I mean I just had to 1 


_ “We're all at sea, Mr Halstead,” Rud said. “This 
is Miss Burton, the doctor’s confidentia] secretary. I 
58 
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was just asking her if she’d seen anything of Lila 
since—upstairs when I re 

“Miss Landis has told me her story in the matter,” 
Halstead interrupted. *She’s told me ? He halted 
when he saw the strange shadow pass over the tall 
young man’s face. Rud’s eyes were back on Lila, 
searching. | 

Lila said, “I’ve told him about us, Rud, and about 
—Wednesday afternoon. I’ve—engaged him to look 
after fe 

“T’ve told Miss Landis,’ Halstead cut in, “that 
this probably’s so balled up by now a whole army of 
investigators can’t do anything about it. Anybody 
up with the body?” 

“No,” Rud answered. “The door’s shut, and Pve 
got everybody herded together downstairs. The sheriff 
ought to be here presently.” 

“Td like to go up.” Halstead glanced sadly at 
the stairway. “You two come along. You needn’t see 
him, Miss Landis. Only I want to know where you 
are. Then, Parrish, Pll want to talk to you, and talk 
fast. From what Miss Landis reports it looks like 
the two of you are ina jam. All right?” 

“Jam?” Rud colored but tried to laugh it off. “T 
hardly think so, Mr Halstead. Neither one of us cer- 
tainly would want to 7 

“T know you wouldn’t,”’ Halstead moaned. “‘Neither 
would any of those twenty some odd people you’ve got 
waiting for the fireworks. But somebody wanted to be 
sure the doctor didn’t live any longer, and that’s all 
the sheriff’s going to be interested in. You lead the 
way.” 
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Marie Burton had disappeared into the shadows. 
The hall was dimly lit, the bulbs flickering now and 
then. The worst of the storm had passed, and the 
roll of thunder was faint with distance. 

Halstead immediately felt the chill of the old house, 
the ghostliness of it, the air of unfriendliness. Noth- 
ing gracious here, no charm, no atmosphere of 
pleasant living. 

The red carpeting on the stairway with its brown- 
and-yellow patterns was ancient and worn and had 
a faintly dusty smell. Nothing about the place indi- 
cated that within the hour laughter and hale voices 
had echoed through its rooms. All above in those 
cavernous shadows, which the stairs seemed eventually 
to reach, was the pervading hush of death. 

Up these stairs, an hour ago or less, Dr Sumpter 
Martinson had walked for the last time. Big bodied, 
vibrant, dynamic, he had marched to meet—whatr 
Had it been an illicit tryst, or had death, so violent 
and so final, dogged those footsteps in the darkness? 

“I’ve been in tombs that were warmer,” Halstead 
mumbled as they reached the upper landing. He 
drew up his shoulders sharply. 

At the one closed door midway down that front 
passage Rud Parrish stopped and rubbed his palms 
against the pockets of his coat. He shot a glance at 
Lila who turned to stare down the corridor into the 
shadows. 

“T’ll only be a minute,” Halstead said. “You won’t 
be afraid out here, Miss Landis?” 

“T won’t be afraid.” 

Halstead let Rud Parrish go in first. He saw the 
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young man step gingerly on the tips of his toes and 
stay close to the wall. 

Halstead stopped just inside the door and closed 1% 
softly. Then he let his eyes travel over the thing on 
the floor. It made him sick. 

“Shotgun,” he mumbled. “What a weapon to 
choose! Shotgun at close range. And whoever did it 
didn’t leave the gun behind.” He glanced sharply 
about. 

“T saw no gun,” Rud answered. 

“You’re sure nobody’s touched a thing in here?” 

“As certain as Lcan be,” Rud answered. He had a 
direct way of looking at you. Those dark eyes could 
blaze when they turned violet, and that chin was the 
chin of a fighter. “I know as soon as I got here I si 

“When ’d you get here?” Halstead didn’t glance 
up. His eyes continued to take in the sprawled body 
that, incredibly, had been a very vital man so short 
a time ago. The doctor had fallen on his face, and 
what the gun had done to the back of his head was 
enough to turn the stoutest stomach. Blood stained 
the floor, a greasy-looking brown now, and the brown- 
ish spots were fresh on the soft green of the walls. 
Martinson had been wearing a white linen suit, and it, 
too, had absorbed a good deal of the blood. 

“T??? Rud Parrish seemed suddenly confused. He 
thrust his hands deep into his coat pockets and pulled 
them out again. “Well, I 

“We don’t have much time,’ Halstead hastened. 
“Miss Landis has already told me even she doesn’t 
know why you happened to be at the top of the stairs 
right after the thing happened, or what you were 
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doing in the house. Don’t you see how that looks? If 
I’m to get anywhere you’ve got to sort of confide in 
me. I can’t work any miracles, but if you’re inno- 
cent ad 
“Innocent! Good God, man! You don’t believe that 
er 

“How do I know what you would or wouldn’t do, 
given the necessary circumstances?” Halstead dabbled 
at his brow with his handkerchief. “If you don’t open 

99 

“J°]] tell you why I was here,” Rud answered. “‘Cer- 
tainly nothing off color about it when you realize that 
all the lights on the place were out, and the doctor had 
called me about them.” 


“What time ’d he call your” 
“T don’t remember exactly. It must ’ve been about 


ten after twelve. I was getting ready for bed, and 
when my lights went, even before the doctor called, 


I started dressing again.” — 
‘How long after the lights went do you think it was 


that Martinson rang?” 
“Two minutes—maybe three. I knew he’d call. It’s 


happened before—many times. A bad storm always 
99 
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seems to 
“Then you got the electrician out?” Halstead 


pumped. 

“Yes, His name’s Smith, and he’s a sort of general 
mechanic on the place. Looks after the tractors and 
cars and the light plant.” 


““Where’s the plant?” 
“Down below the barns at the dam,” Rud said. 


“Hundred and fifty yards.” 
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“You didn’t go there with this man Smith?” 

‘No, I came to the house to check up. I knew the 
doctor would want to know what was being done. I was 
just leaving my quarters when that ball of lightning 
hit. I thought it had struck everything on the place. 
It did take a huge oak tree near the barn. Split it 
down the middle.” 

“So you got here after that hit,” Halstead mused. 
‘“How’d you come to head for this second-story hall- 
way?” 

“IT entered the house,” Rud answered slowly, “at 
the east-wing door. There’s.a sort of back stairway 
there. I was just passing it when I thought I heard 
a distinct cry from the second story, then a sound 
like someone running. There was a momentary flash 
of light, a dull smear of light like someone carrying 
a candle, and then something that sounded lke a 
sob. It alarmed me. My first thought was that the 
lightning might have done some damage up there, 
struck someone or stunned one of the guests. I hesi- 
tated a moment, then took those east-wing stairs two 
at a time. When I got up the back corridor was dark, 
but I went on around into the main corridor—the 
one that passes this room—and saw a candle ahead of 
me. A woman was carrying the candle and walking 
very unsteadily. She seemed to be groping for the 
stair rail. 

“There was another woman leaning against the 
wall, between me and the woman with the candle. I 
went on and caught the strong odor of powder smoke. 
That just about caved me in. I hadn’t heard any shot, 
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but the whole central hall was filled with the om. 
and dim haze of smoke. Bilis, 

“T ran up to the woman who was leaning a sitiriet 
the wall, right opposite the door to this room, and i 
was Mrs Mordaunt. She had her hand over hey eyes, 
and she sounded like she was fighting to pet ho» 
breath. I asked her what had happened and sh» 
pointed. She couldn’t say anything.” | 

“The woman with the candle?” Halstead mumbled. 
He rubbed his long nose vigorously. “You recognized 
her?” 

“Mrs Temple, another of the doctor’s friends,” 
Rud answered. “But I didn’t go after her. I looked 
into this room. I could see something on the floor, 
just a dim shape. I struck a match. I don’t remember 
exactly but I thought it was while I was stooping over 
the body with the match in my fingers, that Lila came 
to the door with a candle and looked in. She saw me 
and said something. I don’t recall what, because about 
that time Kate Temple shrieked on the stairs and 
that brought the guests running up. 

“They were all crowding at the door and asking 
questions. I got them out and shut the door and told 
them simply that somebody had murdered the doctor. 
That hushed them. Then I got Lila to help me, and 
we started to herd them downstairs. I lost track of her 
then. The next time I looked for her she was gone and 
I just about turned the place inside out a 

“These two women, Parrish,” Halstead inter- 
rupted. “They’re still here.” | 

“TI told everybody to stay put,” Rud said. “A lot 
of ’em were indignant and demanded to be allowed to 
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eo home at once. When I couldn’t find Lila I got 
Marie Burton, the secretary, to help me out.” 

“Sort of queer,” Halstead mused, “that you didn’t 
have a flashlight, a pocket torch. It looks like 7 

“T have a big one,” Rud retorted, “but the electri- 
cian had to use it. I didn’t bother to try to find an- 
other id 

“Let’s get Miss Landis and go downstairs,” Hal- 
stead cut in. “This gives me the creeps. I suppose 
there’s a half-dozen stairways in this house, and all 
kinds of passages, and anybody could come and go 
without anybody else seeing ’em.” 

Lila was standing near the door when Halstead let 
himself out. Rud followed him, and the girl’s face 
showed intense relief at their presence. 

“Let’s go down where we can talk without anybody 
butting in,” Halstead suggested. “You lead the way.” 
This latter at Rud. 

They went to the lounge off the main corridor be- 
low. A cool wind fluttered the curtains at the open 
window and the leather chairs were not inviting. 

Halstead went over and closed the window. He 
drew his lips in against his teeth and rummaged 
through a box on a small coffee table for a cigarette. 
He lit the cigarette before he spoke again. 

“Miss Landis,” he said presently, “tell me about 
this party. Tell me everything that happened within 
the hour before the ights went out. Maybe you might 
think some details small and trivial. Tell me them, 
too.” 

Lila perched herself on the arm of one of the 
chairs. Rud stood with his back to the fireplace. Hal- 
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stead kept roving around the room, looking it over, 
glancing at everything but these two. But he knew 
that Lila shot a quick look at Rud, and that Rud sud- 
denly fidgeted with his hands. 

Then Lila spoke: 

“It was just an ordinary party. I mean like most 
of the doctor’s Friday-night affairs. People drinking 
and saying smart things to one another, and flirting 
and acting bored. Oh, I don’t know. Nothing hap- 
pened that seemed at all out of the way or fun— 
I mean different.” 

“The doctor,” Halstead prompted. “He was all 
right? Not worried or 4g 

“He seemed particularly jolly until a 

Halstead brought his eyes to rest on her sharply 
as she broke off. Then he said casually, “You might 
as well go on and tell me just what it was. You and 
Rud both. You’re just like everybody else. Let ’em 
get in a jam and then they start trying to cover up.” 

“I don’t know what you mean!” Rud cried. 

“T don’t ever like to call a client a liar,’ Halstead 
returned sadly. “‘Of course, Rud, you’re not exactly 
my client. You don’t mind me using your first name 
that way?” 

*W ell—no——_”’ 

“And you, Miss Landis, you don’t mind me calling 
you Lila?” Halstead’s eyes were liquid bright as he 
turned them on her. 

A small grateful smile touched her lips. “I think 
it would be—nice.” 

“Well, as I said, I don’t ever like to call a client a 
har. Sometimes I have to. And right now either one 
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or both of you are lying to me. Maybe not aeeey 
lying, but you’re steering clear of telling me 

es o,?? | . 

a a said, “All right, here goes. Some little bit be- 
fore twelve the doctor told his guests the story of how 
this place got its name—Witchwood.” 

“Tell me.” Halstead came to rest In a leather chair 
and closed his eyes. 

Lila related the story almost word for word as the 
doctor had told it. _ 

Halstead gazed up at her quizzically, then he 
straightened and gripped the arms of the chair. I 
don’t like this place,” he said sadly. “A cock crowing, 
a woman disappearing, a storm is . 

“But of course that’s only legend,” Lila sald. 

“It?s got the mark of doom in it,” Halstead mum- 
bled. “So what happened after the story was told?” 

Lila glanced at Rud then wet her lips and took a 
deep breath. “Marie Burton came to the living-room 
door and sort of summoned the doctor. She seemed 
upset about something. He got up and went to the 
hall. I didn’t think anything more about it until the 
guests started to talk about the approaching storm 
and the ghost of the woman on the horse. I wanted 
to get out, and I thought of going to my room to see 
about those windows. 

“In the hall, near the east-wing entry, I heard 
voices. Rud and the doctor. I don’t know what they 
were talking about but they were angry Oh, 
Rud! Don’t you see, dear, it makes it just that much 
Worse 

She broke off and glanced at him, and Halstead saw 
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u standing white and etect with i: 
Halstead said “Mbat a. mith his eyes 
heard the subject nF does make it 
wink i Ject of the quarrel, Lila?» 
am ro at Rud said—something. and the 
pied that the girl was a liar Y Soko loctoy 
meant me or-——” _ on't know if 
“Not you, Lila,” Rud answered. “Oh Lord 
Not you. It was a personal matter, J stor 
thing Just between us and—between the docto 
me—— 


“Hold on,” Halstead interrupted. “Tell it in order 
Rud. You can trust me. If you can’t, then I’d better 
get on back up to my cabin——” 

. “You'll tell him, Rud,” Lila said. “Please remem- 
er 29 

“Maybe you’d better go out, Lila,” Rud said 
quietly, “It’s a—little sordid. And it wasn’t you he 
referred to.” 

“T’ll stay right here, Rud. What girl? Who'd he 


mean?” 
“Millie,” Rud said, staring at the floor, jaws work- 
ing. | 
Halstead gave an exact imitation of Stan Laurel 
looking perplexed. He rubbed his long nose again, 
scratched the back of one hand, shook his head sadly. 
“More women around here than Ziegfeld’s, ‘ he 
groaned. “Who’s Millie? A guest or another— 
“Millie Keever,” Rud answered. ‘The maid. A 
mountain girl—sort of distant cousin of mine from 
up back of Evening Star.” 
Lila stared at Rud, and Halstead saw her eyes nar- 
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row. She said, “Millie! 
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“You'd better go out, Lila,” Rud said. “It isn’t 


nice.” 

But she made no move. “I know it isn’t,” she an- 
swered slowly. “I suspected it. Millie’s tried to tell 
me a time or two but she never got quite to it.” 

“You both have to understand,” Halstead offered, 
“that I’m here, and that I’m very much interested in 
Millie, but I never met the lady 7 

“Pardon me,” Rud said. “I know. But as I told you, 
she’s maybe a fourth cousin of mine, a kid that the 
doctor took down from the back hills and trained. 
She’s very pretty, still very young. Nineteen, I’d say. 
The doctor brought her here, and I never liked the 
idea, knowing Martinson as I did, and knowing what 
sort of a little flirt Millie was. It just didn’t look 
right to me. 

“About a week ago Millie came down to the tenant 
house to see her father. That’s Mort Keever, one of 
the hands. She’d been crying. Her father wasn’t 
around, and she acted like she wanted to tell me.” 

“Nell you what?” Halstead queried, rubbing his 
long fingers together and sitting far out on the edge 
of his chair with his elbows on his knees. 

“Well, Mr Halstead,” Rud blurted, ‘*Millie’s—in 
trouble. She was off duty this afternoon, or rather 
yesterday afternoon, and went in town to see some 
doctor. Che doctor confirmed her fears.” 

“T remember,” Lila put in, “‘how nervous she was at 
dinner, and how she came to my room when I was 
dressing and fooled around with things on the bureau. 
She was trying to tell me then.” 

‘Well,’ Rud said, “in the night, about eleven- 
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thirty, she came down to the tenant house asain... 

RP eck eeck of bad Gh hacks fF en 
got Mort out of bed. She broke down and told ifios 
what she was up against and demanded that he i, 
something about it. She blamed Martinson, and ¢;9 
sort of confirmed a suspicionI had.” 

“So,” Halstead mused, “Mort up and took a she. 
gun and came up here and let Martinson have i+» 
He shook his head and fumbled in the box on the tals 
again. “Nice theory but too easy. What actually did 
Mort do?” 

“He actually kicked Millie out of his room,” Rud 
answered. *That’s how I got in on it. I didn’t know 
she was around until I heard Mort letting her have 
a tongue-lashing. What he didn’t call her! And she 
got hysterical. I went over to Mort’s part of the 
building and got Millie, and she did a lot of erying 
on my shoulder. She came back to my quarters with 
me and I got her quieted. Then she told me the story. 
She said she’d gone to Martinson about it, and that 
he’d laughed at her and called her a cheap little 
tart—maybe something worse. He told her if she 
opened her mouth about it he’d fire her and run her 
off the mountain. 

“IT suppose I got pretty sore. I offered to see her 
back to the big house. The storm was threatening and 
the poor kid was shivering with fright and anger and 
everything else. I had no intention of seeing Martin- 
son or saying anything to him. I merely escorted 
Millie to the east-wing entry, and stood just inside 
the door with her a moment when it looked like she 
was going hysterical again. I told her she’d have to 
pull herself together. | 
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“T was still talking when Martinson came back 
that way and opened up on me, demanding to know 
what I was doing there, and why I wasn’t where I 
belonged !”’ 

“How about Millie then?” Halstead asked. He got 
up and tossed his cigarette into the empty fireplace. 
Then he started roving round again. 

“She ran up the back stairway,” Rud said grimly. 
“T told Martinson that if he wasn’t drunk I’d knock 
his block off. I probably meant it, too. I said some- 
thing to him about things being pretty serious, and he 
told me Millie was lying. He said what she charged 
was impossible. I don’t remember what else I said or 
he said, but I do know I slapped his mouth—with my 
open palm.” 

“You slapped his mouth, Rud?” There was fright 
in Lila’s voice. 

“Yes. ‘hen I shut the door and went back to my 
place. And you, Lila, you heard ~ 

“IT not only heard you, Rud, but— 
Lord!” 

“What is it?” Halstead turned to her suddenly, 
lus fingers tensed, his nerves taut. 

Lila gripped the back of the leather chair. Her 
eyes were staring. 

‘lhe murderer,” she cried. “It must ’ve been the 
murderer in that dining room standing in the 
dark " 

“Lila!” Rud went to her side, a hand falling on her 
tense arm. “What are you saying, dear?” 

“After [heard those voices—you and the doctor-— 
I heard the doctor coming back along the hall and 








Oh, my 
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nen sata the dining room so he wouldn’t gee i 
ouldn’t think I'd been eavesdranning Ladi. a 
din; een eavesdropping, And in tha 

ining room there was someone else. Somehody stan. 
at meone else. Somebody stand. 
ing there hiding, too.” 

“You’re sure?” Halstead’s fr — 
stood over her, ce ee aap Ne 

“I touched it,” Lila said. “Of course I’m sure. Be- 
cause I ran. I got out of that room as fast as I could. 
That’s twice—twice in one day somebody was listen- 
ing to you, Rud, and to me.” 

“Twice?” Halstead screwed up his mouth. 

“Somebody in the thicket back of the springhouse 
this afternoon,” Lila went on breathlessly. “Rud saw 
the tracks—blurred footprints. Somebody who heard 
everything we said. Then that presence in the dining 
room...” She swallowed and caught her fingers to 
her throat as if it hurt. 

“What ’d you and Rud say by the springhouse?” 
Halstead pressed grimly. He took out his watch and 
put it back without looking at it. Then he scratched 
himself in the lower ribs and started pacing. 

“I said,” Rud answered in a tight, strained voice, 
“that I should have killed Martinson the other after- 
noon when he put his hands on Lila. I said I could 
have blown his head off—with—a shotgun.” He 
closed his eyes and put his hands over them and drew 


his shoulders up. 

Lila stared at him with pain behind her gray-green 
eyes and a curious set look to her mouth. 

Halstead shoyed his hands deep in his pockets. “So 
that’s how it is?” he said quietly, his rich tone lugu- 
brious. “You tell Lila you could blow off the good 
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doctor's head, and it ects blown off. You slap the good 
doctor m the puss in defense of a girl. You’re the first 
one—-the first man, at least—present after the doc- 
tor’s body is discovered.” Halstead centered his Gaze 
on a pattern of the rug. 

The silence in the room was broken by the slow 
drip of rain at the windows. Then, very suddenly, 
there was the roar of cars on the drive, and Halstead 
looked up mournfully. 

“The sheriff,” he said. “Look here, you two. I 
don’t know what sort of man this sheriff is—yet. And 
I beheve in being fair with the police authorities and 
telling *em all you can to help ’em along. But you— 
Rud!” He shook his head and bit his lower lip. “And 
you, too, Lila. You keep your mouths shut. You 
watch what you say. Otherwise I’ll have to do my con- 
ferring with you in the jailhouse. Understand ?” 

Rud stuck out his right hand impulsively. His 
fingers closed over Halstead’s. “It might take me all 
my lite to repay you,” Rud said fervently, “but you 
can count on me to the end.” 

“I wish I could say the same,” Halstead answered 
slowly. “But the way things are .. .”? He sucked his 
lips in against his teeth. “Look here! We’ve got to 
get hold of this Millie, too. Can you get her down- 
stairs somewhere in a room that the sheriff won?t 
bkely—_—” 

“I wish I could,” Rud cried. ‘“I—forgot to tell 
you. Milhe’s—gone!” 

“Gone?” Halstead asked incredulously, refusing to 
believe his ears. 

“T don’t know how she left or when,” Rud returned 
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hastily. “I didn’t discover it until I was making a 
check on the servants and seeing that they were all 
in their places. Just a few minutes before you and 
Lila arrived, [——” 

“That just about makes it perfect,” Halstead 
moaned. “One other thing—there goes the bell now— 
the lights. How long were they off?” 

“IT don’t know. Just a few minutes.” Rud was 
glancing warily toward the corridor. ‘Smith must ’ve 
found the trouble quickly. I can’t remember just the 
time. They all came on at once. But I don’t see 


what———” 
“Neither do I,” Halstead cut in. “Come on, let’s 


meet the sheriff.” 











[VI] 


TE SHERIFF'S NAME was Mr Lattimer Bing. He a 
about five feet four inches tall, quick and wiry. Xe 
wore a starched collar and a dark bow tie, and had a 

head on one side when he asked 


ree as dered the best auctioneer in 
ion. H s considere e best auctl rin 
a question ewa cpermyier 


the county, a talent which went very W 
office. He was sparing of words on occasion, and ex- 
tremely skeptical of everyone. His leanings were more 
toward politics than toward the enforcement of law 
although, when the need arose, he made a good 1m- 
pression as an officer. 

He arrived, as Halstead had predicted, with a corps 
of deputies. He called them by their first names and 
they called him by his. They called him “Lat,” 

“Who's in charge here?” was the first question he 
fired when Rud had opened the great paneled door. 
He marched on through the door with the deputies 
close behind him staring suspiciously at everything. 

“This is Mr Parrish,” Halstead offered quietly. 
“The doc’s general manager. I suppose he’s the one 
to show you around and get you acquainted and———~” 

“And your name, may I ask?” The sheriff had to 
bend back and look upward to see into Halstead’s 
liquid eyes. 
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“Halstead,” Rud snapped. “You may have hoa, 
the name. He’s——” y have hear 

“No Halsteads in this county,” Mr Lattimer Bing 
blurted. “Not since the federals cleaned out the Lise. 
ton Halsteads back of Tannerytown. Fifty years now 
Not unless you’re ” The sheriff halted and his 
eyes widened. | 

“Say! You’re not Arthur Halstead, the nation- 
ally known criminal inves ”” The sheriff halted 
again. “Well, shake me down!” Lat thrust out 
a quick bony hand. Halstead took it wearily. “Guest 
of the doctor’s and had to be in on a thing like this. 
Well, tie me tight ! Read about you in the town papers 
taking the Rush cabin for a rest and, well, like my 
heels!” 

“Guest of the doctor?” Halstead squinted. “Well, 
not quite. Old friend of this young lady’s. On her 
mother’s side,” Halstead lied. “You know Miss 
Landis?” 

“Just by sight. How do, Miss Landis. Well, where’s 
the remains?” The sheriff was suddenly very business- 
like. “Said on the telephone Martinson ’d been shot 
to death. Man name of Ware called me. Not Sidney 
Ware, was it?” He shot the question at Rud. 

“Yes, Sidney Ware.” 

“Well, hold me up! Ware— 


get on with it.” 

They got on with it in a rather grim silence. The 
county medical officer came with his little black bag 
while they were staring about the doctor’s big: room, 


and all carefully avoiding the thing on the floor as 
they tiptoed around it. 











banker, financier. Let’s 
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“Might as well ’ve stopped a cannon ball,” Mr 
Lattimer Bing opined, “It >nounts to ?bout the same. 
What say, Earlier” 

The medical man didn’t say anything. He just 
erunted. And after a pause he cleared his throat. 
“You got eyes, Lat. Whoever blowed him up, blowed 
him up aplenty. Gun must ’ve been held no more ’n 
. foot from his head. Got him when he had his back 
turned. Never knew what struck him. Anybody got a 
first-class drink on ’em?”’ 

“Need a drink myself after looking at this,” Lat- 
timer Bing agreed. Then he seemed aware of Hal- 
stead suddenly. 

“You! Halstead! Any ideas?” Mr Bing demanded. 
“See anything around that might help?” 

“No,” Halstead answered slowly. “After all, Sher- 
iff, ’in just looking on. I wouldn’t think to presume. 
i 99 

“Keep looking,” Mr Bing advised. “We'll show you 
something. Crime in the big city’s one thing. Crime 
in these mountains another.” He seemed all at once 
exceedingly important by the way he threw his 
shoulders back and set his jaw. “By the way, what 
you doing here, Halstead, if you’re not the doctor’s 
euest?” 

“Ym Miss Landis’ guest.” 

“Oh.” He turned to Rud. “Let’s see who all you’ve 
vot here. You lead the way. Want to find out what I 
can while the iron’s hot. Any gun?” 

“T saw none,” Rud answered steadily. He led them 
through the gloomy hall to the stairs. He paused on 
the top landing. “‘No one’s left the house. No searel 
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AU introduce 
<n ham then Pll be glad to accompany 4 dr 
y r men and make a thorough inspectier of 
ak sy 31 Inspection of thy 
“My men don 
“ Saw Halstead hesitate at the bo 
the sheriff stopped abruptly and t 


And When 
ttom of the Staiys 


am 


thing like yours. Might learn som 


here, they’re the quali rae 
ste quality. But they all look | 
when crime’s been done. Come Y ht eke ome 


Halstead went along. He was quietly amused at the 


At length the two groups were divided. The one 
near the fireplace consisted of approximately twenty 
people, all of whom could furnish airtight alibis for 
their presence, from the time the lights went out until 
Kate Temple shrieked on the stairway and came 
plunging down in that brief hysteria that followed 
the shock. It was Kate Temple who had discovered 
the body. - 

And behind Lattimer Bing was that smaller divi- 
sion, nine people who had not as yet been able to ac- 
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at the approximate mo- 
gtood with these because 


RELORE T 


count for thei whereabouts 


ment of the erime. Halstead 

Rud and Lila stood with them. | 
And he studied each face, photographed each trait 

bered the names 


without appearing to do so. He remem 
them. Sarah Mordaunt, that tall 


as each had given 
woman with the regal air, the quiet hauteur, the thin 
patrician features—all brilliant white and icy calm 
with quick and savage emotion beneath. Mrs Temple, 
her hair yellow, her fingers all fluttery and picking 
at things, scared. Sidney Ware who might be trying 
to ape William Powell in double-breasted coat and 
carefully studied poise—man about town probably 
wishing he were in town. Ellis Ormsby, the lawyer, the 
only one seated. That fat round face with the tiny 
eyes, the overhanging paunch, the lack of expression 
save for a wooden smile that obviously was meant 
to convey amusement. Marie Burton whom Halstead 
had met in the hall, plain and straight, eyes large and 
black and opaque. Herbert Trencher, the dead man’s 
nephew, ghastly pale with a tight little mouth, mud 
all over his shoes and trousers and coat. His hands 
soiled—continually cleaning at them with his stained 
handkerchief . Rud and Lila and himself. Nine people 
— the small sheriff—eight of them apparently 
efinite suspects. 

a sheriff spoke importantly to the larger num- 
| “You'll return to your homes. You'll hold yourself 
in readiness to answer any call I might make.” Hi 

voice was very formal, his tone as if he were reading 
from some important document of law. “None of oan 
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will leave the county without permission from me. If 
you have business outside of the eounty you will in- 
form me about it. You may go.” 

They made a hubbub getting out, throwing back 
anxious glances. The sheriff and the two men who 
flanked him watched them. 

Halstead turned at a little murmur at his side, and 
saw Lila go over to the small man with the pale face 
and tight mouth—Trencher—the muddy one. 

And Lila said, “Herbert! What on earth 

Just a minute there, miss,” a deputy interrupted, 
and Lila returned to Halstead’s side. 

Just then the sheriff turned to them. “All you 
people were spending the week end here?” he asked. 

There were murmurs of “yes.” They glanced at one 
another and then at the diminutive officer. 

“You're all here. Haven’t missed anybody?” 

And Lila suddenly said, “Oh,” and stared in 
perplexity. 

Marie Burton opened and closed her mouth and 
glanced at Rud as if for some sign. 

“Speak out, miss,” the sheriff ordered. “If there’s 
anything wrong sl 

“It’s Mr Stanley,” Lila said. “Rud, Wayman Stan- 
ley was supposed to be here. I—just remembered. I 
haven’t seen him. I si 

“Wayman Stanley!” The sheriff’s eyes narrowed. 
“You, Miss Burton. You seen him? This Stanley?” 

“Why, no. I don’t remember. He was here earlier. 
He was one of the party guests and was to be here for 
several days.” The dark eyes remained on the sheriff. 
“P’m afraid I forgot him, too.” 
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“He's—he hadn’t been quite himscl™ iw alittle 
He’: “t think perhaps he’d been drinking 
| for him.” 


f the rest of you saw him?” 
eyes ran over them 


hurriedly. 
more than was good : 

“TTow long since any 
Mr Bing surveyed them all. His 

yidly. 
asOn the stairs,” Mrs Temple sal 
remember, but 1t seems he came J 
everybody had crowded up. I think 

“Youre not sure?” Mr Bing demanded. 

“JT wouldn’t like to swear, but I think he came down. 
I think I heard him mumbling to himself.” Mrs 
Temple’s blue eyes were bright. | 

“You, Mrs Mordaunt,” the sheriff said. “*You were 
up the top of the stairs, too. What do you remember 
about this man?” 

“Nothing.” It seemed that Sarah Mordaunt’s lips 
scarcely moved when she answered. Her voice had a 
coldness in it, a disdain for these cheap people who 
represented law. “He may have been up there. He 
may not have. I can’t say.” 

Mr Bing turned and beckoned two of his men. 
“Search the house, put a guard over the grounds. Tell 
the boys outside about this Stanley. Any one of you 
know himP” 


“I do when I see him,” a deputy answered quietly. 
aT 29 

“Go find him. Bring him in. He isn’t far. If he was 
drunk he might be in his room. Y ou, Miss Burton 


You go with Ed and show Ed th; 
RA A 4d this ’ | 
eome Hack hewe.™ man’s room. Then 


d huskily. “I can’t 
down right after 
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Marie Burton didn’t say anything as she walked 
out ahead of the deputy. 

Mr Lattimer Bing turned to the group. “Plenty 
chairs here, folks,” he said crisply. “No use you all 
standing. Won’t keep you longer ’n I can help. But 
this is bad, this Stanley gone that way. Why you 
didn’t notice this before, Miss Landis, or some one of 
you 99 . 

“We were all pretty excited,” Sidney Ware said 
suavely in his best boardroom manner. “You must 
realize, Mr Bin 7? 

“How about you, Parrish?” Mr Bing shot at 
Rud. “Why didn’t you notice this Stanley wasn’t 
here? Why didn’t you tell me when I first came 
in?” 

Halstead saw Rud color ever so slightly and the 


shadows in his eyes deepen. 
Then Rud said, “I’m not acquainted with Mr Stan- 


ley. I know him only by sight... .” 

Halstead swallowed when Rud broke off. Just like 
the young fool now to go gum up the works. He 
tried to get Rud’s eye, but Rud wouldn’t look his way. 
Lila was startled and frightened, and she looked 1t. 
If they’d just stay calm, Halstead groaned to him- 
self. If they’d just take it easy and not act like a 
couple of guilty amateurs trying their best to put 
up an innocent front... 

‘Didn’t know him, eh?” Bing said skeptically. 
Then seemed to drop it. “That’s right,” he said to 
them collectively. “T'ake seats.” He glanced at Hal- 
stead. “Any question you want to ask, Halstead?” 

Halstead swallowed. There were a lot. He couldn’t 
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appear too — — a — of Lila, how- 
. This Bing was a susp1 ; 

ort Halstead took the lead with a glance at cm 

Temple. “You found the body,” he said sadly. 

“Must ’ve just about floored you, maam 

“JT wish I could—didn’t have to think about it,’ the 
woman with the yellow hair answered unsteadily. 

“How long after that blinding flash of what you've 
been calling ball lightning?” Halstead followed up. 

“J couldn’t say exactly,” Mrs Temple replied care- 
fully. Too carefully, Halstead was certain. Too much 
like she was feeling her way. 

Halstead turned to Bing who was taking out his 
watch and putting it back. 

“Tooks like the best thing to do first, Mr Bing,” he 
said, “is try to figure out things on the basis of time. 
I know that’s what you’ve got in mind. I know that 
is sort of how you figure to do it.” 

“Only logical way,” Mr Bing assented, and Hal- 
stead felt a little quickening of his pulses. He hadn’t 
been sure that the sheriff would accept the suggestion 
as his very own idea. 

“Well,” Halstead followed up, “there was this 
party going on. It was a pretty big party with all 
these people, but the people were divided up in little 
groups talking.” 

“Naturally, Halstead.” Mr Bing rocked back and 
forth on his heels. Ae 

‘Now we know, Mr Bing, that a few minutes befor 
Grave the doctor . told his guests a story. It took him 

ae os Story, Halsteac \? What kind of st 
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66 ° 
Saran how this place got the name of Witchwood. 
M a legend. Doesn’t mean anything right now. 

rs ‘Temple can maybe give you the yarn in detail 
When we get finished with this time business.” 

The sheriff stroked his chin. “Fine! That’s fine. 
All right, then, the doctor told a story.” 

Halstead cleared his throat. “Right after the story 
the doctor had to leave the room a couple of minutes. 
He returned a minute or so before twelve, because 
he was seated, and there was some comment on the 
story and on the storm when the clock’s bell—that 
ship clock on the mantel, Sheriff—struck eight bells. 
Midnight. It 2 

“Fight bells? Midnight?” Mr Bing seemed puzzled. 

“Midnight,” Halstead repeated. “It was very still 
outside, that dead calm before a storm breaks, you 
know. Very hot and stuffy and all that line of french 
windows wide open.” 

The sheriff glanced at the windows, compressed his 
lips, nodded sagely. 

“One of the guests heard a rooster crow,” Halstead 
continued, “and there was some sort of joking com- 
ment on the superstition that a rooster crowing at 


midnight meant death.” 

Halstead could feel the sudden tension. He was 
aware of Rud shifting in his seat on the divan. He 
caught the slight movement as Lila’s hand reached 
out for Rud’s fingers. Ellis Ormsby, with the Bulliken 
face and paunch, gave the appearance of being 
secretly amused. Kate Temple picked at her beads, 
and Mrs Mordaunt appeared bored almost to pain. 
Sidney Ware retained his boardroom suavity, and 
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B 
Trencher sat fixed and wooden 


Herbert 


fortable. 


“A yooster,” Mr Bing said in disgust. “Supersti- 


(99 


aay +? Halstead addressed the group. 


“You all heard 1 ! 
Several murmured “Yes,” in various pitches of 


voice. - 
“Not all of us,” Mrs Mordaunt said icily. “I don’t 


think Herbert was here yet. Were you, Herbert?” 

Halstead jerked his head around and saw Herbert 
lick his pale lips. 

“J arrived just a few minutes after twelve,” 
Herbert said in a small tight voice. “T was on an 
errand for my uncle and when I got here the place 
was dark as a dungeon. I thought the party might 
have broken up, but when I got in the hall and saw 
the people crowding around and everybody talking 
and then somebody saying something about Sumpter 
being shot as 

“You mean,” the sheriff whipped out, “‘you weren’t 
on the place at all?” 

“T was stuck in the mud on the curve down there b 
the Salter place,’ Herbert said. “I tried t ; 
: “Tt sald. o get my 
rear wheels out of the ditch until I got myself mud 
from head to foot, and then I walked back to the 
Salters’ and got one of the Salter boys to bring 
horse and help me. Pd just got out when the herd 
downpour came and a sheet of ightning—hbut the 
it oon hghtning a lot and the thunder » 
snietly. time ’d you get stuck?” Halstead asked 
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Well, let’s see.” Herbert frowned deeply, put his 
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tongue against his upper lip, gazed at the ceiling. “T 
stopped at Luger’s store down at the hard road about 
half-past eleven for cigarettes. I stayed around there 
——a few minutes anyhow. I couldn’t say how long.” 

“Five minutes?” Halstead prompted. 

Herbert seemed to concentrate on a tall vase. Then 
he said, “Howard Luger might remember. Maybe it 
was five minutes. I know it was raining in spurts when 
I left the store, and I had to drive carefully because 
my windshield wiper had gone on the blink.” 

‘How far to where you went off the road?” Hal- 
stead queried. He started rummaging through a box 
on the nearest table and presently rolled a cigarette 
between his fingers. 

“About three miles, I’d say.” 

“So running through rain without your windshield 
wiper working you didn’t run very fast?” 

“No sir. And even at that, with my side window 
down and staring out to keep my bearings, I missed 
on that curve. Mr Bing knows how that clay is in 
there.” Herbert looked hopefully at the sheriff.” 

“I certainly do know,” Mr Bing assented. “Like 
axle grease when you bog down in it.” 

“How long would you say,” Halstead resumed, “it 
took you to make that three miles?” 

Again Herbert mused, this time with his fingertips 
against his temple. “Perhaps twenty minutes. I 
couldn’t have traveled more than fifteen an hour. 
Lightning came and it seemed awfully close. It 
scared me, I guess. Anyhow, I just slid off that shoul- 
der. Then I tried to get brushwood under my wheels, 
I don’t know how long I was trying to get out before I 
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(nally walked back to the Salter place. It’s just a 
short ways. Lonny said he’d heard my motor and fig- 
ured somebody was off the road. It only took him a 
minute to get the horse and get me going again. I 
was here five minutes later, or less than that.” 

“And saw people in the hall, all talking at once?” 
Halstead added. 

“Ves.” 

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask Herbert if he 
had seen Lila when he entered the house, but he 
thought better of the question. No use letting any- 
thing slip that might put ideas into Mr Bing’s 
round head. 

“Which brings us back to the rooster, Mr Bing,” 
Halstead mumbled, touching a match to the cigarette 
which now looked like anything else but. 

“We can check that alibi, Herbert,” Mr Bing said. 
“Want to tell you how sorry I am right now, too. Re- 
spected your uncle a lot, Herbert. He befriended me 
politically more than once.” 

“Thanks, Mr Bing.” Herbert seemed near to tears. 
“T hope I never have another shock like that as long 
as I live.” 

“T hope you don’t either,” the sheriff answered. 

“The rest of you folks hear that rooster?” Bing 
snapped, 

“T didn’t,’ Rud put in, “because I was in my 
quarters, undressed and reading at the—at mid- 
meht.” 

“Did you, Mr Ormsby?” Bing demanded of the fat 
attorney. 

“Yes. I, by the way, was the one who remarked to 
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Doctor Martinson about it.” The small eyes had a 
contemptuous glitter as they rested on the sheriff. 
“Asa matter of fact, Bing, I think I told Martinson, 
facetiously, that his rooster crowing meant death. I 
had no idea, of course———” 

“Enough of them heard it,” Halstead interrupted. 
“And ashort time after they heard it, a blaze of light- 
ning came and all the lights on the place went out. As 
near as I can figure it, Sheriff, the time then was 
about five after twelve. Martinson got up and went to 
the telephone to call his boss man, Parrish. He told 
Parrish to get the electrician after the lights. The 
telephone—sort of a private farm circuit rigged up 
between various buildings on the farm—is down the 
main hall right near the foot of the stairway.” 

“There beside the Bell phone,” Bing said. “I saw 
it when I came in.” 

“Well, Martinson was there when he called Par- 
rish. Parrish immediately got the electrician out. He 
himself started for this house to check up here.” Hal- 
stead paused and ran his eyes over the various faces. 
He centered his gaze on Mrs Temple. He said, “Mrs 
Temple, how long was it between the time the lights 
went out and the big: crash came? Can you estimate 
that?” 

Mrs ‘Temple thought carefully. “Not over five min- 
utes,”’ she said presently, 

“That about right, Mr Ormsby?” Halstead turned 
to the lawyer. 

“T didn’t look at my watch,” Ormsby replied with 
a drawl. “It was a little dark and the numerals are 
not radium treated.” 
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“None of that, Ormsby,” the sheriff blurted. 
“We're only asking co-operation.” 

“How do I know how long it was??? Ormsby re- 
torted. 

“Five minutes is about right,” Sidney Ware said. 
He smiled and bowed, and made a little gesture with 
his hand. 

Halstead gazed lugubriously at the lawyer who met 
his eyes. The lawyer had no way of knowing that 
when Mr Halstead’s eyes got soft and deeply liquid 
Mr Halstead was quite aroused. Mr Ormsby didn’t 
know that Mr Halstead had ways and means of mak- 
ing things tough when he was in the mood. 

“Where’s this getting us now, Mr Halstead?” Bing 
demanded, all at once impatient. He glanced at the 
door. “They’re taking a mighty long time about this 
Stanley.” 

“It’s getting us to where,” Halstead replied pa- 
tiently, “‘we’ve decidedly got to establish the where- 
abouts of each person present here now. ‘Their where- 
abouts for the period between the total darkness and 
the discovery of Mrs 'Temple on the stairway with a 
candle. You’re thinking the same way I am about the 
shot, Sheriff. It had to be fired when that ball light- 
ning’ hit, because the noise the thunder made pre- 
vented anybody at all from hearing the shot.” 

“Hxactly, Halstead,” the sheriff agreed. ‘*You took 
the thought right out of my head. You certainly did. 
It seems next we’ve got to figure the time between the 
ball lightning and Mrs 'Temple’s appearance in the 
hall, The upper hall. Right, Halstead ?” 

“And only Mrs Temple can tell us that, Sheriff. 
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She can tell us where she was when darkness filled the 
house. What she did then, how she got her candle and 
how she came to look in the doctor’s door.” 

Mrs Temple’s fingers caught at the neckline of her 
dress. They fluttered to her beads and then to her 
lap, and her eyes fluttered after them. 

“Just sort of take it easy, Mrs Temple,” Halstead 
advised quietly. “Just tell it in your own way and 
take your time.” 

She moistened her lips. “Well, it was 

Something in the way the door from the central 
hall opened, its suddenness, and something in the set 
expression of the man who stood there stopped Kate 
Temple’s weak attempt to speak and brought Hal- 
stead wheeling about. It was the deputy who’d been 
sent with Marie Burton. He glanced sharply at Bing. 

“You'd better come right away, Lat,” the deputy 
said. ““Mebbe you can make somethin’ outta this.” 

“Here, Happy!” Bing, rushing through the door, 
called to a deputy who’d been left on guard a distance 
down the hall. And as Happy came hurrying up, 
“Keep your eye out in there. Nobody leaves that 
room.” 

“Okay, Lat.” 

Halstead was a step behind the sheriff. Bing, how- 
ever, didn’t look back. The deputy who had sum- 
moned him was saying, “Kighteen years I been raid- 
in’ stills an’ servin’ warrants an’ doing other chores 
for first one sheriff an’ then another, an’ I never run 
into anything like this. He’s either drunk or crazy or 
both i 
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“Talk sense, Dolph,” Mr Bing demanded. ‘‘You’ve 
found Stanley?” 

“An? how!” ; 

The man was fully dressed, lying face down on his 
bed. Marie Burton was standing impassively by the 
bed gazing at him. The deputy took the back of Mr 
Stanley’s collar and jerked that gentleman upright. 
Mr Stanley steadied himself and kept his eyes shut 
tightly. 

‘“Here’s the sheriff,” the deputy bawled. “Open 
them eyes an’ talk!” 

“T won’t look,” the sitting man answered in a 
strange flat voice. “I'll see her again. I won’t look. I 
won’t 7 ; 

“See who?” Halstead snapped, taking the man by 
the wrist. “If you’re seeing things then it’s time 
somebody ‘a 

“T’m not seeing things now. I wasn’t seeing things 
then. It was the woman, I tell you.” 

“What woman?” 

Halstead’s grip on the wrist tightened. He could 
smell the odor of whisky. The man’s breath fairly 
reeked. 

“On the horse,” Wayman Stanley answered, a little 
blurred. 

“What horse?” Bing cried, exasperated. “Talk 
sense. If you can’t 

“The witch, She rode a horse—into the storm.” 

Bing looked at the stricken man in disgust, turned 
to Marie Burton. 
| “Have you any idea what he’s talking aboutp” 
Bing queried tightly, 
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“The woman on the horse is part of the legend,” 
Marie Burton answered, her tone hushed and, 
somehow, hollow, “Part of the story the doctor told 
his guests.” 

“My God!” Bing shook Mr Stanley roughly. 

“Where ’d you see this horse?” he demanded. 

“There.” Stanley pointed toward the west. “In the 
drive. Right after—I saw Sumpter with—his head 
shot—away.” 

Halstead stiffened. One thought smote him. His 
mouth tightened and he said, “You mean in the drive- 
way?” 

“Ye—es,” hesitantly. | 

“You mean you went out after the murder?” Hal- 
stead leaned way over. 

“Out—the door,” Stanley muttered. “I was sick. I 
—had to have—air. I went—out the west—door and 
the horse came—by me. The woman was—on it. Know 
she rode it. I don’t remember—anything after that.” 

“You don’t know how you got here?” Halstead 
pressed, his heart pacing. 

“I don’t remember anything but—the woman.” 

“See here, young lady!” Bing turned on Marte. 
‘Who else is missing, if anyone? Another guest?” 

Marie Burton’s expression didn’t change. Her 
opaque eyes were unblinking. “You mean that Mr 
Parrish didn’t tell you?” 

Halstead swallowed hard and stared at the secre- 
Lary, 

My Parrish didn’t tell me anything,” Mr Bing 
snapped irritably. 

“The maid,” Marie Burton said slowly. “She isn’t 
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here. It might be that she was frightened or 

“Great God!” Mr Bing seemed to swell up. He 
turned from Stanley, strode to the door. He paused 
there and Halstead went over to him. 

“Tf this bird saw a woman leaving on a horse,” 
Halstead said quietly, “she won’t be far. You’ve 
got men who can pick up the trail. I wouldn’t——_” 
~ “But look here, Halstead.” Mr Bing rocked on his 
heels. “Tie me tight! Here murder’s been done and 
one of the servants—missing! And nobody told me 
a thing about it. Nobody thought it was important.” 

“Well, at a time like this @ 

“Don’t bother me now with theorizing,” Mr Bing 
retorted. “‘Dolph!”’ 

The deputy jumped to attention. 

“Get some of the boys together,” Bing ordered. 
“lhe woods, the fields! Search unti e 

“Yes sir.” Dolph left running. 

“Those people in the living room,” Halstead sug- 
gested. “It’s almost three. I was thinking if you 
wanted me to tell ’em to get off to bed it ’d leave you 
free to check up on the horse business and 7 

‘‘Nobody’s going to get away,” Bing assented. 
“Guess yowd better, Halstead. Get ’em off to bed an’ 
tell ’em Pl take their statements after they’ve had 
some rest. You stopping here?” 

“Pm Miss Landis’ guest,” Halstead said with an 
ease he didn’t feel. He was going to stop here if he 
had to sleep in the barn. 
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Tata LANDIS assigned a room to Halstead. She a 
him, in fact, the room adjoining hers in the Le 
founda pair of pajamas for him, some a guegt had le ft 
behind unused, Another room, farther down th, 
nassage, she gave to Rud. | c 
~ he three of them stood in Halstead’s roo 
sinutes after Halstead had broken up the g 
wn the living room. 

“There’s a key to your door, Lila?” he queried, his 
eves bright. 
“Yes.” She was still pale, still frightfully shaky, 

“Lock that door and keep it locked,” Halsteag 
warned. “I don’t want to frighten you. But I don’t 
like this thing. here’s something cockeyed in this 
house. If anybody knocks to rouse you, find out who 
it is before you go near the door. Understand ?” 

“You think there’s some danger, Mr Halstead?” 
Her tone was hushed. 


“I'd better go down and get a gun,” Rud growled. 

“Tf you think 2 

_ “Tm not thinking anything—yet.” Halstead fished 

in his pockets for a cigarette, then took one that Rud 

offered. He waited until he got it lit. Then he con- 

unued, “Only I don’t like crowing cocks and women > 
94, 
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on horseback and shadows flitting around just any- 
where.” 

“Vou mean like in the thicket and again in the din- 
ing room?” Rud queried, 

“And in that main corridor just a second ago,” 
Halstead said slowly. “When we three turned to come 
down to this passage.” 

“What?” Lila’s palm went to her lips, her eyes 
widening. 

“There was somebody watching us from behind. 
[ heard the board creak. I didn’t turn quickly enough. 
I was behind you two, following you. All I got was a 
quick blur of someone getting out of sight.” Halstead 
dropped his voice. He turned to Rud. “Look here, 
fellow, what’s this secretary, this Marie Burton got 
against your” | 

‘“Acainst me?” Rud was plainly startled. “‘Noth- 
ing. I—can’t imagine. What makes you thin “ 

“I said I’m still not thinking,’ Halstead inter- 
rupted. “At least not in order.” But he was remember- 
ing the remark Marie Burton had made to the sheriff, 
her show of surprise that Rud hadn’t told the sheriff 
of the missing Millie. “You’re sure she doesn’t— 
dislike your” 

“Positive,” Rud affirmed. 

“Flow about you, Lila?” 

“JT don’t know whether she feels toward me any way 
at all,” Lila said contemplatively. “I’ve never been 
close to her. I’ve never liked her eyes, for one thing, 
nor have I liked the way she has of appearing suddenly 
without any warning. I’ve never thought of it just 
like that before, but now that you’ve made it a topic, 
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Mr Halstead, there’s that about her that’s always sort 
of upset me, Appearing suddenly where you least 
expect her.” 

“Lila,” Halstead again lowered his tone, ‘you told 
me you deliberately looked around to try to find 
some scrap of evidence that might indicate someone 
other than your father got the money he was accused 
of taking.” 

“Lila !’? Rud took a step toward her. 

Her face flamed. She wouldn’t meet Rud’s eyes. 
She said, ‘‘I—did. I tried to 

“Did you ever go into the doctor’s private den, 
his desk or his papers?” 

‘Two or three times,” Lila admitted, “‘when I was 
sure I was alone in the house. Oh, it’s like I told 
you, Mr Halstead. It might seem silly, but I was sure 
I could unearth something a : 

‘“T wouldn’t be so sure, Lila,’? Halstead mumbled, 
“that nobody saw you. I have a pretty good hunch 
that you were not only seen, but watched. I wouldn’t 
be surprised but what Martinson’s had you watched, 
somehow, for a long time. Maybe he was suspicious. 
But this much is certain. Somebody knows something 
about you that *ll look like the very devil in the 
sheriff’s hands. Also somebody’s not so friendly about 
Rud, here. So the two of you watch your step. ’m 
not saying this to frighten you.” 

“Youre not exactly cheerful,” Lila said, trying 
to be light about it. 

a : : pretty dangerous killer and a desperate 
checked himself oth hae be a —_ oe 
with his brief sad smile. “Sound like 
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an old woman, don’t I? Sorry. There's probably no 
real danger now. Whoever wanted to get rid of Mar- 
tinson got rid of him with dispatch, if not neatness.” 
He studied the glow of his cigarette for a moment 
«You run along to bed—both of you. And, Rud. don’t 
linger with Lila in the hall.” oa 

“Shall I call you for breakfast, Mr Halstead?” Lila 
asked at the door. 

“No,” Halstead replied wearily, “I probably won’t 
sleep a wink. Seldom do in a strange place. I'll just 
lie down and try to get things together in my mind. 
What time do you think you'll eat?” 

Lila glanced at her watch. “Almost half-past 
three,” she cried. “The night’s been years and years 
long. About ten, Pd think.” 

“You might just rap on my door when you get 
up,” Halstead suggested. | 

Left alone Halstead dropped into a deep chair, 
smoked with jerky little puffs, and studied his room. 

It was long and narrow with a low ceiling, and it 
had that smell of having been closed up for a long 
time. The carpet was thickly padded, extending from 
wall to wall, and even at that you could feel the un- 
evenness of the ancient flooring beneath it. This wing 
must have been built a hundred and fifty years ago. 
It had sagged somewhat in the center, so that where 
the bed stood, the high headboard seemed to have a 
definite list to one side. 

Halstead was scowling at the carpeting when ab- 
ruptly his eyes glinted and centered on a spot near 
the lavatory that had been set into the wall. Above 
the lavatory was a medicine cabinet with a mirror. 
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It was what he saw on the floor that caused him 
to get out of his chair and approach the wall, curious. 

A fine white ash dotted the carpet. Halstead moist- 
ened a finger, poked it into the ash, then tasted and 
smelled. His frown deepened. His eyes immediately 
searched the entire area of the floor in that corner. 

hen he rose and opened the medicine cabinet. Not 
a trace of occupancy. Even a slight film of dust on the 
shelves. 

He crushed out his cigarette and immediately be- 
gan a minute inspection of the room. He found the 
closet set into the opposite end toward the main part 
of the house. It, too, had not been occupied apparently 
for some time. | 

Adjoining the closet was another door in this wall, 
a curiously modern door except that it had no lock. 
Nothing but a knob. Halstead’s fingers closed over 
the knob and tried it gently. It turned under his grip 
but the door didn’t open. Locked from the other side. 

Halstead put his ear to the door and listened for 
a long moment. No sound came from beyond it. No 
sound now at all save the small drip of rain muted 
by the closed windows. 

Beside the door was a switch, a light button, also 
very modern. This door, Halstead reasoned, must 
connect with another room, and it had been built in 
here not so very long ago. Had it been installed to 
give access to a bathroom? 

In that event there would be some way to lock it 
from this room. Halstead eyed the light switch again, 
then on a sudden impulse pushed the button. 

Immediately his room was in darkness. Not even 
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the windows were visible with that wet night against 
them. 

He was about to snap on the lights when his hand 
was arrested, stretched out, poised. His fin gers slowly 
closed. He was staring at two tiny points of light in 
the other end wall somewhere near that lavatory. Two 
blurred spots almost imperceptible from this distance. 

There was something of the panther in the way 
Arthur Halstead sometimes stalked on those long legs 
of his. He had a way of moving silently, an uncanny 
way of seeing in the dark. 

He reached the point where the light blur was and 
caught his breath almost audibly. The glow came 
from a point beneath the medicine cabinet. Halstead’s 
fingers fumbled over the wall and touched something 
that gave—a sort of metal shield. 

He pulled at the thing and it raised like a lid—a 
hinged lid. It lifted and now the lights, two of them, 
were distinct. 

Two small holes drilled through the wall. The hight 
came from the adjoming chamber. The holes were 
eye distance apart. 

Halstead bent to them. He adjusted his eyes to 
them and sucked in his breath. In that camera-quick 
instant he saw Lila Landis in a filmy gown seated on 
the edge of her bed, removing her stockings. He 
caught a momentary glimpse of warm skin tints, swal- 
lowed thickly, stepped back and felt for the shield 
that covered the holes. 

Once the shield was in place Halstead groped for 
the light button near the hall door, snapped his lights 
on. 
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He blinked at the brightness, then made a closer 
examination of his strange discovery. He found his 
heart behaving unseemly. He was, after all, a mere 
thirty-five and a bachelor and an admirer of feminine 
charm. 

The holes were cleverly concealed. They were run 
through the bottom board of the cabinet and probably 
came out on the other side beneath some wall cupboard 
in such a way that they would appear to anyone who 
found them as a couple of holes which might have 
heen drilled for some screws or plugs. Nothing to 
arouse anybody’s suspicion. Certainly nothing to indi- 
cate that they were peepholes. 

Something of revulsion ran through Halstead as h- 
examined the lid. He would never have found it had 
it not been that the person who’d last used it had 
not put the lid down tightly. The person who'd stood 
there sometime earlier and smoked. Those ashes on 
the carpet. 

The doctor? Obviously it could have been no one 
else. Lila Landis had said the doctor had often looked 
at her in a way that made her feel naked. She hadn’t 
put it just like that, but she had meant that. 

The doctor then had used this room for the purpose 
of peeping. He had had access to it from the front 
part of the house by that connecting door which now 
was locked from the other side. Odd that a medical 
man, used to the things he naturally saw in the course 
of his profession, should have this quirk of mind. 

| Halstead frowned and decided it would do Lila no 
good to know about it. For the time being the secret 
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of this room would remain with him. But was it a 
secrel altogether? _ 

Had Mille, the maid, perhaps discovered it during 
her cleaning and dusting? And could that discovery 
have been at the bottom of a mad jealousy which 
coupled with her condition, had brought the neeniaie 
girl to the point of killing? | 

A shotgun would have been a mountain woman’s 
weapon. And, from what Millie had confessed to her 
father, Millie must have had a deep passion for the 
dead man. Rud had described the girl as a flirt. 

The more he thought of Millie the more possible it 
seemed to Halstead that she was definitely the number 
one suspect. Perhaps when the sheriff found her 
and brought her in, this thing would be clarified com- 
pletely. 

What was the sheriff doing now? Had he gone back 
to town, leaving only a few deputies to keep watch 
in this oddly hushed and seemingly empty house? 
Certainly wouldn’t do to keep these people up all 
night asking them a lot of questions. Some rest and 
some breakfast would make a lot of difference to 
them. 

Halstead didn’t want to go to bed but there wasn’t 
anything else he could do at the moment. He couldn’t 
vo prowling through a strange house, much as he 
wanted to. And he must not, under any circumstances, 
vet in the way of that cocky little Lattimer Bing. 
‘The sheriff could get nasty if he so desired. 

After several minutes Halstead got undressed, got 
his window raised and crawled beneath the light 
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summer blanket. The air was almost cold, and the 
drip of the rain was ceaseless. 

He stared at the window nearest him and saw a 
milky thickness take form beyond it. Once he thought 
he heard a slight fumbling at the knob of the locked 
door. He raised himself to an elbow and listened for 
a Jong moment. Then he told himself that he was be- 
ginning to get jittery. 

He pulled the blanket up over him. Somewhere in 
the Jowering fog a cock crowed. 
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Mn watstEAD, despite all his gloomy predictions of a 
long sleepless night, was dead to the world when re- 
peated tappingss at his door roused him on that dismal 
Saturday morning. He stretched, lay still, and lis- 
tened to the knock while consciousness took form like 
an image taking shape in the growing light of the 
dawn. 

All at once he sat bolt upright and said, “Yes?” 

And it was Lila beyond the door who said, “It’s ten 
o'clock, Mr Halstead. Sheriff Bing’s on his way out 
and if you can dress in a hurry I’d like—to come in. 
There’s something Pe 

“Til dress in three minutes,” Halstead said. “Then 
I'll come to your room. Had breakfast?” 

“Nig.” | | 

“Maybe we could have a cup of coffee together,” 
Fialstead said. He reached for his pants. “How about 
Rud? Is he up yet?” 

“Long ago. He’s out looking after the morning 
work. He said he’d be back presently. Do hurry, Mr 
Halstead.” | | 

Mr Halstead was not a person to overexert him- 
self when it came to speed. He glanced in the cabinet 
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mirror at his whiskers, and decided one day without 
a shave gave him an appearance fit to qualify him 
for a beachcomber anywhere. He wished he had had 
his razor with him. Perhaps later in the day he 
could get a chance to run out to his cabin. 

He was five minutes dressing and washing and 
combing his hair, and when he finally got to ‘Lila’s 
room was cheered somewhat to see her less fearful and 
somewhat less worried. Her long hair was combed back 
to reveal her-ears which were pretty, classical if Mer 
Halstead was any judge. , i 

“Sleep? oY he asked hers perching himself ¢ on a can 
atMiycn {fi 

“After so alec a time,” “ee anbwebed Things bept 
going over and over,in my mind, and. finally I. just: had 
to steady myself,” _ 

“Everybody else up?” Halstead, called. up a mental 
image of each of those, Hest he nbd niet, in 2 dnb early 
hours of the morning: 

“They’ve all been ealled, >? Tila abide “I ‘told Mrs 
Betts to see that they were served i in the maim dining 
room. I’ve just ‘sort! of, taken, hold, bares There’ 3 no 
one else since'the doctor, '.!46. (2? 6s. 

“His kids,” Halstead said “You pate something 
about ’em the other,day——~’..,,/ |.) 

— “§They’re with, their, evane dmaothers? Lila saith 
I’ve sent Herbert over to break: the news! to them. 
It won’t be such terrible news, to. Mrs Newsom.” 
“Herbert?” Halstead, fumbled in. his, pocket. far a 
cigarette and brought out one badly crumpled, 

“Trencher,” xen supphed.. “You, remember fthe 

young chap. who. was all vivngates frome bn 
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“Trencher,” Halstead echoed. “Yes. And this 
Mrs Newsom. I'he grandmother ?” 

“Yes. The doctor’s mother-in-law. She always de- 
spised the very ground he walked on. She would 
never come here, and it was the practice to let the 
children go there on Friday evening to spend the 
week end.” 

“How about this Trencher?” Halstead queried, 
after getting a light. He let smoke drift from his 
nostrils, then blew through the cloud. “Did you 
ask the sheriff’s men for permission?” 

“Oh yes. One of the deputies. We had to get word 
over there, and I just didn’t feel equal to trying the 
telephone. A thing like that—well, after all it should 
be up to the family.” 

“This deputy didn’t object to Herbert leaving?” 
Halstead followed up. | 

‘No, he said it was all right. Herbert had gone to 
high school with the man. I remembered his face, but 
he must have been a grade or so behind me. Nice 
young fcllow, though. Herbert asked him if he wasn’t 
alraid to let a suspect get away like that, and the 
deputy answered that Herbert wasn’t a very fine 
suspect.” 

“They’d checked his alibi about the car in the 
mud?” Talstead asked. 

Lila nodded. “Apparently Mr Bing’s men haven’t 
lost a minute. They’ve talked to Mort Keever, Millie’s 
father, and they’ve found that Mort was with the 
electrician every second, from the time the lights went 
out until they came on again. And this deputy said 
they’d checked on Herbert’?s movements from the 
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minute he stopped at Howard Luger’s store for hi. 
cigarettes until Lonny Salter pulled him out of the 

a.” 

And everything checked okay,” Halstead mum- 
bled. He went over and crushed out the cigarette with 
his toe in the fireplace. 

“Yes. I went out to his car with him when he left a 
few minutes ago. It’s a disreputable little coupé he 
drives, and the sheriff had even checked up on his 
windshield wiper. The deputy told Herbert to get that 
wiper fixed or a state policeman might get after him.” | 

“So Herbert’s gone to break the news to Mother,” | 
Halstead mumbled. “That leaves another one less for 
Mr Bing to play with. How about the house, and how 
about Millie?” 

“What about the house?” Lila asked. 

“They've searched it for the weapon, haven't _ 

they ?” 
“I didn’t hear the man Say, 


” Lila answered, “J 
Suppose they have. They’ve searched Millie’s room, 
an 29 


“Didn’t find anything?” 
“Nothing exce 





een burned 


os ax . They couldn? 
was recent—in the night,” “<P* that the burning 


“Clothes and everything there 2» 


“Nothing to indicate othe alstead ga: 
rt Said. 
be back,” Lila answered, «a y¢2” that 
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“That’s not much help,” Halstead mused. “Has 
Bing still got men searching?” 

“T suppose so. The deputy told Herbert that they’d 
found Millie’s heel prints in the stable yard where 
she’d run to get on a horse. They pinned her father 
down, and he finally told what Millie had told him. 
From what the deputy said Miulhe’s father is just 
about shot to pieces over the whole thing.” 

“The deputy didn’t say anything,” Halstead asked, 
“about whether they knew Rud had come to the 
house with Millie?” 

“T don’t think they know,” Lila said, a troubled 
note in her voice. “At least I hope not. You don’t 
think, Mr Halstead, that they might - 

“Tt’s hard telling what these county peace officers 
might do, Lila. They usually work these things out 
pretty quickly to their own satisfaction. They’re not 
right all the time, but they don’t care about that. All 
they want is to hang it on the most likely suspect and 
get an indictment .. .” 

“Indictment!” Lila breathed the word. “It even 
sounds horrid and - 

“How about this coffee?” Halstead interrupted 
suddenly. “Then if we have time I’d like you to show 
me over the house. Just sort of casually. Can you do 
that? If I could once get the general layout in my 
mind...” 

They had their coffee in the butler’s pantry to 
avoid the guests in the dining room. Halstead found 
he was hungry enough to extend himself to some bacon 
and eggs, and during the process he met the house- 
keeper, Mrs Betts, and the cook. 
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Mrs Betts eyed him suspiciously until he had about 
finished his meal and then she seemed to warm toward 
him. She was small and round and had a certain © 
positive air, She exercised a sort of motherly fussing — 
over Lila, scolded her for not eating enough to keep a 
canary alive and insisted on piling more and more 
toast on her plate. | 

Now and then the Negro butler, Rich, passed from 
kitchen to dining room and back again, and Halstead 
noted that he had a white-eyed look. Rich was tall 
and thin and in the proper vestments might have 
had a reverend air. 

Rud didn’t come in and Lila asked Mrs Betts about 
him. The housekeeper hadn’t seen him, however. Nor 
had he come by the time she and Halstead finished. 
They got out through the back hall and after a glance 
about her Lila said, “Where would you like to look 
first?” 

“The Green Room,” Halstead announced. He 
glanced at his watch. If that sheriff would just hold 
off arriving for another ten minutes or so . . - 

= pony of Dr emp ter Martinson had been re- 
moved sometime in 
ever, were still there, eds domtlol de ogi 

; puty was on 
guard. ‘The deputy admitted Halstead without 
tion, and Lila remained in the corridor. _— 
| In the daylight the room took on a diff 
trom the cavernous gloom of the night 
with two windows facing south. The * 
under the porch roof which extended oy 
from the wall. The furnish} 
and cluttered, and there w 


erent aspect 
It was large 
indows Were 
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order about them. The night table at the head of the 
bed was piled with magazines, some of them blatantly 
SeXy. : 
Halstead frowned and screwed up his lips. He then 
inspected the bathroom with its array of towels 
and mats, its hamper for soiled linen, its untidy toilet 
cabinet with an assortment of shaving creams and 
lotions and razors to say nothing of hang-over aids. 
Next he turned to the closet in the west wall of the 
room and there he found what he was sure would be 
there. The closet extended to some length and at the 
far end of it was a small door. This he opened and 
found himself in a small bare room piled high with 
trunks, luggage, crates, barrels and general plunder. 
There were some discarded articles of clothing, a pile 
of old newspapers, a stack of magazines, a set of 
shelves with a quantity of medical reference works. 
A thick coating of dust was visible in the gray light 
that came through the two small windows that com- 
manded the west. Halstead glanced out the windows 
and formed the picture in his mind. This room was 
at the beginning of the L and that door 
He went to the door with the thumb latch under 
the knob, twisted the latch back and opened it. He 
gvazed into his own room. A perfect passage for the 
doctor to carry on his secret watching at those con- 
cealed holes through to Lila Landis’ quarters. 
Halstead shuddered. He closed the door and 
locked it again, then he bent to inspect the floor. 
here were footmarks faint and indistinct in the 
thin coating of dust. Impossible to tell if the sheriff’s 
men had discovered the room. Certainly there was no 
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evidence that it had been searched. 
to be disturbed. ; 

Halstead passed swiftly about the room peering 
and sniffing. The gun could have been hidden here. 
The gun 

He broke off in his reasoning and stared suddenly 
at the door which had let him in from the closet. The 
gun wouldn’t be in this room but the murderer had 
come this way! 

He returned to the Green Room and closed his eyes 
as he stood at the spot where the body had lain. The 
photograph of that body was clear in his mind, sharp 
and distinct in detail. | 

Just the way Martinson had fallen! The murderer 
must *ve stood here with the gun. Halstead placed 
himself just back of the door to the main corridor, 
Anyone opening that door now would conceal him. 

Standing thus the murderer wouldn’t be seen by 
anybody entering the room. And the murderer would 
have the closet directly in line for a quick disappear- 
ance, 

Abruptly Halstead wheeled and went out to join 
lila. She glanced at him quizzically, but he said 
nothing. He took her arm and turned her into the 
passage that was the L. At the first door, out of sight 


of the deputy, he paused. This would be the door into 
that plunder room. 


He tried the knob but the door was locked. 


“That isn’t your room. M . 
“If you 3 J a Halstead,” Lila Said. 


“No,” Halstead mumbled. “QH 
‘ ' -¢ | - ou 
room it is??? you know What 


Nothing seemed 
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“Just storage,” Lila answered. “I’ve never been 
‘1 it, but I saw some men moving a bookcase filled 
with some sort of medical works into it one day. I 
elanced through as I went along the passage.” 
~ “You're sure you never were in it?” Halstead said. 

“Positive. Why?” 

“Nothing. I just wondered. Now show me the way 
along this passage to the back stairway if there is any 
on this side of the house.” 

“Oh yes. This passage leads down to the servants’ 
quarters. At least we call it that although no one 
but Milhe actually lived back there.” 

“T’ll want to see her room, too.” 

The passage made a turn just beyond Lila’s door. 
To the right. There were other doors, and Lila ex- 
plained that the first one just around the turn was 
Marie Burton’s. Halstead had a curious desire to 
look in but decided to wait. 

He glanced at Millie’s room, poked into the maid’s 
closet, opened her chest of drawers. There was one 
window in this room that gave onto a kind of porch. 
It was shut and locked from the inside. 

The deputies apparently had taken such ashes as 
had been left in the fireplace which now was clean. 
Nothing was out of order. 

The back stairs at this point led down to the kitchen 
corridor, Halstead did not descend them, however. 
He asked Lila to escort him into the east wing if such 
access was possible without going back the way they 
had come through the main hall. 

Luila showed him another passage a little distance 
from the maid’s door which cut off to the left as they 


bd 
> 


| aaa 


112 EBEYORE THE COCK cCROWFD 

iaced the forward part of the house. Halstead tried 
t9 keep the plan straight in his mind and fou nd ita 
job. An old inn, sumeone had said, and it certainly 
bed been put together as custom warranted. No 
two additions were of the same period. Wings had 
teen added fromm time to time without thought to con- 
venience or to architectural beauty. Only that wide 
lasade with the colusmned porch maintained the stately 
coionial air. 

The east wing was where some of the week-end 
guceis were quartered. Mrs Mordaunt’s room and 
Mre Temple's room were clove to each other. Lila 
punted them out in passing. 

Taney came to a landing where another stairway led 


Gown. 
“The is the one Rud came up,” Lila said in a 


ished voice. “And that turn just ahead,” she indi- 
aie with a nod, “is into the main hall again. Just 
tie opposite side from where we entered the L a while 
age,” 

Hattesd led the way down. He paused again at 
tae aewing entry, saw the garden beyond the door 
with tte striped umbrellas strangely gloomy under 
that leaden ky. 

“Red's quarters are over that way?’ he asked, 
posting. 
aa that tig house down there beyond the gar- 
ang, PF 


And tsie is where he and Martinson stood last 
nigh when yo overiward the quarrel about Millie” 
OY 4,7” 





muusnbled, “Millie went up these 
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stairs. Lhat’s what Rud said. That’s the last he saw 
of her. Here’s a stairway going down. Where does 
that lead tor” 

“The game room,” Lila answered. 

“And where did you stand when you heard the 
varees Pp” 

“VIL show you.” 

She led him back from the entry to the small pas- 
sage that turned abruptly to open into the front hall. 
‘The first door was the main dining room. Lila stood 
aside as Halstead glanced in. 

‘Che room was empty, the table cleared. Halstead 
cleared his throat, grappled around in his coat pocket 
for a cigarette, failed to find one. He tried another 
pocket, then gave up. | 

“It’s a wonder,” he said, “the doctor didn’t fur- 
nish road maps with this place. How his guests ever 
found their way around without getting lost 

“Most of them ’ve been coming here so long they 
knew the house inside out.” Lila glanced up at his 
long face with a quick smile. 

“One of ’em knew it particularly well last night, 
Lila. I’m afraid it’s a little too much for me. Like 
Mr Lattimer Bing said. I’m used to the big cities and 
apartments where people live all hived up close. I’m 
sort of like a fish out of water down here. If I ever 
get to the bottom of this thing, it’s going to be be- 
cause somebody’s hung a horseshoe on me. How long’s 
Rud worked here?” 

“Several years,” Lila said. “Since he left agri- 
cultural college.” 

“fe knows the place well, too, I suppose.” 
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“I suppose,” Lila answer ed, ‘‘you’re not thinking 
that Rud really 

“Where is he? You said he’d gone to do the morn- 
ing chores. Ought to be back in time to eat with, us 
and he hasn’t shown up yet. And the sheriff 

The commotion at the west door of the central hal 
came all at once and interrupted Halstead’s speech. 
The door burst open as he and Lila moved toward 
it. He felt Lila’s hand go to his arm, felt a small 
pressure of her fingers as if suddenly alarmed and 
clinging to him. 

Mr Lattimer Bing entered importantly. The 
deputy called Dolph came with him. 

“Ah, Halstead!” Mr Bing’s greeting was effusive. 
“Just in time. See you’ve got the young lady with 
you.” 

“In time for what?” Halstead queried. He, too, 
felt an unaccountable sense of alarm. Something in 
the cocky way the sheriff strutted up to him. 

But the sheriff didn’t answer him. Mr Bing whirled 
on Dolph. 

“Round ’em up,” he ordered. “An’ bring ’em into 
the lounge. Not so gloomy as that big room. Tell Ed 
to fetch this Parrish right away, too.” 

Halstead felt Lila’s fingers close on his sleeve. He 
glanced sidewise down at her and saw that she had 
gone pale. 

He whispered, “Keep together, Lila. Don’t fall 
apart now. Let me handle this.” 

“What on earth do you think’s happened?” Lila 
queried breathlessly. 

“Steady,” Halstead answered, his lips close to her 
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ear. Lattimer Bing had turned away from them and 
sone on into the lounge with a bored-looking young 
man behind him. 

“He said to fetch Rud,” Lila breathed. “I can’t 
understand ‘ 

“Rud’s all right,” Halstead said with an assurance 
he didn’t feel. “Chin up and out now, Lila. Here 
come some of the others.” 

She managed a grateful smile and her chin came 
out and up. Sarah Mordaunt approached and nodded 
as if it hurt her very much. 

Halstead returned the nod. Sidney Ware advanced 
and took Lila’s hand graciously. He bowed and smiled 
and purred. | 

“Hope you rested after that ugly thing,” he said 
solicitously. “Bing ’ll have this cleared up this morn- 
ing. Then we can all get out of here .. .” 





rmx] 


Mrs KATHARINE TEMPLE’S eyes were brighter than 
anything else in that room. Bright and blue and hard. 
She wore too much make-up and her cheeks were too 
white around those red dabs, more like lavender jn 
this dull light, and she looked to Halstead, somehow, 


a little cheap and worn, She didn’t know whattodg 


with her hands which kept picking and twisting at her 
handkerchief. She wore a bright blue dress with little 
ties on the pointed collar, and her yellow hair was 
carefully done like the painted embossing on a pup- 
pet’s head. 

She sat a little removed from Sarah Mordaunt 
whose majestic poise was in no way diminished by 
the sport tweeds she wore. 

There was a slight hubbub of voices and the ex- 
change of greetings as Sidney Ware and Wayman 
Stanley entered behind Halstead and Lila. Halstead 
got a good look at the slight dapper Stanley whose 
pully eyes plainly showed the sort of taste he must 
have in his mouth, Stanley had nothing to say to 
anyone but found a chair and dropped there. 

Klis Ormsby bowed stiffly at his thick middle and 
stepped aside to let Marie Burton pass. Halstead 
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sited at the erect secretary who made a little gesture 
with her thin lips and walked at once to a straight 
chair against the wall. Her opaque eyes remained 
mserutable and unblinking as she sat. She appeared 
to look through each person present then fixed her 
gaze somewhere in space. 

The bored-looking young man who’d accompanied 
Mr Bing pulled a chair up to the table and produced 
pads and pencils. He laid the pencils in neat array, 
then found something in his hands to interest him. 
Once he stifled a slight yawn. His attitude was one 
of studied indifference. 

They were all seated with the exception of the 
sheriff when Rud came. Halstead glanced at the door 
and he didn’t need to ask any questions. Something 
was definitely wrong. Rud’s eyes were deep violet with 
a smoldering fire behind them. His mouth had a 
curious sort of whiteness about it, his lips com- 
pressed. There was stubborn defiance in the set of 
his chin, 

He glanced once at Halstead. There was a deputy 
behind him who appeared, suddenly, very ominous in 
the way he swaggered, the way he seemed to poise 
as if ready any second to reach out and grip Rud’s 
wrist. 

The deputy placed a chair and Rud sat stiffly 
erect on the edge. ‘The we te glanced at Bing then 

7 a place near the door. 
eee ace swelled up, blew out his chest, smacked 
his lips. “I don’t want to keep you people here, he 
said, “any longer than I have to.” The bored-looking 
young man moved his pencil over his open pad. “I 
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might tell you that we’re pretty close to the solution of 
this terrible tragedy. More than that I won’t say at 
this time. P’ve got some questions to ask you and I 
shall expect you to answer them truthfully. Your 
statements will be taken down. It’s merely a matter of 
form 7 | 

“Mz Bing,” the obese Ormsby drawled from his 
deep chair, “may I take the liberty of contradicting 
you? This is not a matter of form, this recording of 
our statements. You forget, my dear Sheriff, that 
the law also requires you to state that whatever any 
of us says may be used against us.” He was smiling as 
he spoke, his little eyes mere slits in the fatty creases 
of his cheeks. His pudgy hands lay on the chair arms, 
quiet and serene. Neither by action nor inflection was 
he anything other than the good-natured, robust 
young attorney, and yet something in the lifelessness 
of his smile, in the turn of his thick, sensuous lips was 
at once ominous and repellent. “In view of which 
fact,” he continued, “none of us need answer you at 
all.” 

“Have these people retained you??? Mr Bin 
snapped, anger in the flush of his cheek : 

ped, a s cheeks, the flutter 
of his eyelids. 

“And why should they?” Ormsby’s 
remained, his little eyes burning brilliantly for a mo- 
ment as if with some hidden triumph 
, | umphant thought 
Then suddenly there was no smile 7 

» NO expressio 
The thick fingers interlaced over th ths 
paunch, and Ormsby settled himself with oot usive 
ness. * vast calm- 


Mr Bing cleared his throat. “When I dism; 
Isseq 





lifeless smile 
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vou people carly this morning,” he said, eyeing them 
harshly, “‘we had determined very few facts sur- 
rounding the murder. We were, I think, questioning ~ 
you, Mrs Temple.” 

Kate ‘Temple moved her lips but uttered nothing 
audible. 

“\We were trying to determine the approximate 
time of the murder,” Mr Bing continued, “and find 
how much time had elapsed between the commission 
of the crime and the finding of the body. Right, Hal- 
stead?” 

Fialstead nodded and answered, “Mrs Temple was 
about to tell us her movements during that period of 
darkness. You wouldn’t mind, Mr Bing, if I asked 
the lady a question or two?” Halstead was wondering 
whether he could get away with taking the lead as he 
had gotten away with it last night. Then he had held 
the ace so to speak. He knew more than the sheriff 
knew. Now he wasn’t certain. This thing about order- 
ing Rud brought in as if he’d been already placed 
under arrest—that looked bad, looked like the sheriff 
had stumbled onto something important. 


“Certainly, Halstead. Fire away.” 

Halstead faced the blonde woman. “You never 
quite got around, Mrs Temple, to telling us,” he 
said, “how long after the ball ightning you discovered 


the body.” . , 
“No,” Mrs Temple answered in a tight voice. “We 


were interrupted.” 
“Can you remember now?” Halstead asked hope- 


= couldn’t have been over two or three minutes,” 
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she replied. “P’m certain it couldn’t have been. I’ve 
heen thinking it over ig ey 

“Please pardon another interruption,” Ellis 
Ormsby drawled, his smile returning. “May I inquire, 
\[r Bing, the status of Mr Halstead in this investiga~ 
‘ion? I know who the gentleman is, and I may say 
that Lhave a great respect for his ability. ’m curious, 
that’s all.” 


They all turned to Halstead, and Halstead looked 





very sad. He had been looking for that question and __ 


here it was, 


Mr Bing said nothing. Halstead knew he would ~ 
have to speak. He said quietly, “Someone very _ 


close to Doctor Martinson has retained me. I or the | 
moment I prefer to keep the identity of my client in 
confidence 7 
“You didn’t tell me,” Mr Bing said sharply, “any- 
thing about i 
“T haven’t had the opportunity, Mr Bing,” Hal- 
stead answered. “I haven’t even had an opportunity 
to discuss the various aspects of the case. But you 
can be assured that the sheriff’s office has my fullest 
co-operation.” 
“But you said you were a guest of ‘i 
“That was last night, Mr Bing,” Halstead replied 
a pologetically. “Pm sorry, but a lot of things have 
happened since then, T mean > 
“Pl say they have,” 
cantly. “But since you’re 
Halstead drew up his shoulders and inte 
“Your stenographer doesn’t have to make a oa 
any queries I might put, Mr Bing.” 
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Mr Bing Snapped sionj 
In this thing Officia]] 


rupted, 
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“My stenographer will take down everything said 
»y hore this morning,” the sheriff retorted. “Continue, 
Halstead, with what you were asking Mrs Temple and 
eet it over with.” 

~ “Go ahead, Mrs Temple,” Halstead advised. “You 
had been thinking over that matter of time .. .” 

“Perhaps, Mr Halstead,” Mrs Temple answered, 
“Td better go over exactly what took place as nearly 
as [ can remember it, and you can draw your own 
conclusions about time.” 

“Tell it your own way,” Halstead advised. 

“I had been sitting on a hassock near the doctor 
during his story about the house,” she commenced. 
“Lhe story of the witch. I was talking to someone, 
1 don’t remember just who it was, when the doctor 
left the room for a few minutes. Everybody was talk- 
ing at once, discussing the witch story and the storm 
and shortly after Sumpter—the doctor—returned to 
his chair the clock struck twelve, and almost before 
it finished the cock crowed. I think it crowed two or 
three times. 

“FEiverybody started to get up then, and the thun- 
der seemed closer so I went toward the door to the 
porch.” 

‘You mean those french windows?” Halstead broke 
in. 

‘Yes. I went over and several people were there 
with me. There was a little gust of wind I didn’t lke, 
so I edged my way toward the opposite wall. I saw 
Rich and I wanted to tell him to get me a drink. I 

was feeling a little low i 
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hed 


“Why low, Mrs Temple?” Halstead queried ap. 
ruptly. | | 

“Oh, T don’t know. I hadn’t been very well al] day, 
| ea 

“Did you speak to Rich?” 

“No, the lights went out just as I got within a few 
feet from hin. Well, everything was in an uproar, JT 
thought I heard Sumpter say something about get- 
ting Mr Parrish on the telephone. I can’t be sure, [I 
know I was sort of caught in the tide toward the 
open french windows where everyone seemed to be 
trying to get out on the porch at once. 

“J 3 ust got to where I couldn’t help myself. Some- 
one, aman I think, was directly in back of me shoving 
and I had to go along. I got out on the porch and 
thought the easiest way to get back in the house 
would be around by the west door into the corridor. I 
thought someone would have a light by that time, a 
candle or something. 

“The guests, a part of them at least, were scatter- 
ing all over the porch and talking about the horse and 
the witch and watching for something to happen. 
I should have thought that a half-dozen at least would 
have seen me.” 

“Apparently no one did,” Halstead said. “You 
heard Mr Bing question them last night. What hap- 
pened when you went around to the west door?” 

“Why—nothing.” Halstead didn’t like this sudden 
hesitance which seemed evasive. 

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’ ?” 

“Why, I mean I opened the door and went into 
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the hall, Dadidin't see any Heht and TP dida'’t hear any- 
one at the telephone by the foot of the stairs, so I 
groped my way along and tried to find the little table 
where LT knew there would be some matehes.” 

“What did you want with matches, Mrs Temple?” 
Halstead asked slowly. 

“Why-—to see my way. T didn’t want to go bump- 
Ing over things-———” 

“Eind any Pe” 

“Yes, T found them and struck one. I was quite 
near the foot of the stairs and had taken only a step 
toward the living-room door when the entry door be- 
hind me opened and there was a draft. It blew out my 
mateh, Somebody had come in——-~” 

“Somebody had come in!’ Halstead sat erect. 
“Did you see Who it was, Mrs ‘Temple? Please be sure. 
This is important.” 

“PH say it’s important,” Sheriff Bing snapped. 
“Now you tell us i 

“There was just a blur. IT couldn’t tell whether it 
Was aman ora woman. I know whoever it was passed 
close to me and ran up the stairs. I was sure I heard 
the breathing. I went to the foot of the steps and 
peered up, but I couldn’t see a thing. I know I heard 
the footsteps until they diminished near the landing.’ 

“Then you didn’t hear anything more?” It was 
Halstead who spoke tensely, 

‘“T-—oh, I can't be sure,” Kate Temple cried. 

“Can’t be sure about what?” 

“The cry,” Kate answered. “It sounded like——” 

“Cry !? Halstead got up. He went over to the brown 
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box on the coffee table and got a cigarette. The room, 
for the moment, was intensely silent. “What kind of 
cry, Mrs 'lemple?” 

“It might have been anything,” she replied tautly. 
“A cat, aman—a woman. A cry—not exactly of pain. 
Perhaps more of—surprise. I stood rooted there at 
the foot of the main stairs. Everything was so dark.” 

“Then what happened?” Halstead, from the corner 
of his eyes, saw Bing fidgeting about and rocking on 
his heels impatiently. 

“T thought I heard the doctor’s voice. I’m not sure 
about that, either. But I thought I heard him say 
‘No’, very loudly. It was just at that second that the 
awful blinding light came and the house-—well, I- 
thought it was coming down on me. I don’t know if 
I bounded up the stairs immediately or not. I think 
I did. I think I ran as fast as I could. I know I passed 
somebody on those stairs coming down. I don’t re- 
member anything clearly after that, but I have a 
recollection of reaching the upper hall and seeing a 
very faint light. I moved toward the light and I 

remember finding a candle just inside Sumpter’s 
room, burning on a small table, and Sumpter lying 
there—ugh!” 

She covered her eyes with her nervous hands and 
shuddered. 

“I suppose I picked up the light—the candle,” she 
gear gull oe to get away from the—thing. 

ember anything more except that Lila 


Landis was on the stairs helpine 
candle from me.” ping me up and taking the 


Halstead found an ash tray and crushed out his 
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cigarette, “You’re sure, Mrs Temple, that somebody 
came rushing down the stairs as you made your way 
up—after the crash?” 

| “Yosg.” 

“But you couldn’t make out whether it was a man 
or a woman?r” 

“No, I couldn’t—I really couldn’t.” 

‘We'll say then,” Halstead mumbled, “that maybe 
it was two minutes from the time of the ball lightning 
to your finding the body, and a candle in the room.” 

“IT couldn’t say,” Mrs Temple answered tonelessly. 

“Now, Mrs Mordaunt,” Halstead turned to the 
majestic woman. “You were in that upper hall and 
saw Mrs Temple standing in front of Martinson’s 
door with the candle in her hand.” 

“I saw her, yes.” Her lips barely moved when she 
spoke. 

Halstead scratched the back of his hand and drew 
his lips against his teeth. “Suppose you tell us now 
how you happened to be in that hall. All about it. 
Where you went and what you saw, or heard, if any- 
thing.” 

“'There’s not a great deal to tell.” She composed 
herself and her eyes were direct, a little bit con- 
temptuous. “I went to my room shortly after Sumpter 
finished telling his ghost story. It was a hot night and 
I wanted to freshen up a bit. My room is in the east 
wing. I was back there when the darkness came and 
I sat at my dressing table thinking the lights would 
come back on at once. I waited a good five minutes, I 
suppose, when the terrific blaze of hightning came 
and I’m not hesitant to admit that it gave me quite a 
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jar. Everything was clear white one instant and after 
the flash one was sort of blinded. I finally got myself 
together and felt my way along the passage to the 
front hall. I had just got around the corner when I 
saw Mrs Temple backing out of Sumpter’s roorn. 

She was backing away from something and her eyes 
seemed to be distended. 

“I smelled the smoke and saw it—saw it drifting 
fromm Sumpter’s door. I rushed up and spoke to Kate 
but she started toward the stairway in a kind of stag- 
gering run. hen Miss Landis came with the candle 
she’d taken from Kate, and Kate screamed and, sorne- 
how, Mr Stanley was there behind me muttering to 
himself and walking in a circle.” 

Halstead lifted his brows. “Wayman Stanley,” he 
said. “Oh yes. He was there. Just what was he mut- 
tering about, Mra Mordaunt?” 
“About Sum pter. I think his exact words were, 
“The back of his head blown off—great day? ” 
“Yes!” It was Lila who spoke suddenly. “I re- 
member Fiat! i remember Mr! é pence jf reel ‘Great 
















” 





ocular: now. ‘And vies I turned I saw- 
Halstead knew she was going to say “Rud”, and 
knew why she f meoke off abruptly. 
“Saw whe small sheriff was quick to spring 











2 “The others: coming,” Lila answered in a small 
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“T don’t know.” Lila hesitated. “I know he 
came——”’ 

“Let’s keep it in order,” Halstead interrupted. 
“We know Mr Parrish was there. We know f airly well 
now how Mrs Temple and Mrs Mordaunt got there. 
We ought to have Mr Stanley’s version of the scene.” 
He faced the dapper man who looked up at him fear- 
fully. “Where were you, Stanley, just before those 
lights went out?” 

“T think—I’d started for—the dining room,” 
Stanley answered almost inaudibly. Then he cleared 
his throat and repeated himself to bring up his tone. 

“That was before the cock crowed?” Halstead 
asked suddenly. He saw the puffy eyes take on a 
startled light just for a fraction of a second. 

Then Stanley said, “I’m not sure I heard the cock 
crow. I’m afraid I’d been drinking a little more than 
was good for me. Things are just a little blurred. I 

can’t even tell you how I happened to get up to the 
second floor. I do remember, distinctly, seeing Sump- 
ter there and Rud Parrish stooping over the body 
with a match and Miss Landis——” 

“Rud Parrish!” Sheriff Bing seemed almost to 
smack his lips. “You’re sure, Mr Stanley, you saw 
him in the doctor’s room with a match, leaning or 
stooping over the body.” 

“Yes, he was there when Miss Landis came with 
her candle.” | 

Halstead swallowed. He didn’t like the expression 
on Mr Bing’s mouth. The sheriff was out for a killing. 
There wasn’t much doubt but what he’d have it. 

Halstead said, “One moment, Mr Stanley, you 
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acliviit tint you were 90 intoxicated you cay," remenn 
ber anything, and then, very sudden! Vs YOU rene. 
ber details with great clarity, How could jt be Het 
you sobered so abruptly 7” a 
— “ET don’t know,” Mr Stanley «aid miserably, + Ay 
J know is what I'm telling you. f got to the stairway 
as soon a8 I could and got down it. I had ty struggle 
through the people ONE up), j gor, outside p a 
some air, IL was very—sick, I had to vomit and { was 
out there at the west entry when I heard « horse. | 
looked up to see this worsan on the horse riding right 
past me, Well that sort of put the finishing touches 
on me, I guess, Mverything went blank after that until 
somebody came into my room and shook me,” 
“Mire Mordaunt,” Sheriff Bing asked at once. “You 
saw Mr Parrish in the room with the--body?” 
“Yes,” The woman's voice was lower, something 
intense behind it, 
“You didn’t see Parrish enter the room?” Bing 
followed up. 
“No, I-—~” 
“That's all, Mrs Mordaunt,” Mr Bing snapped, He 
turned to Rud. “Now, Parrish, perhaps-——” 
“Please excuse me, Sheriff,” Halstead sai 
getically, “but that isn’t all. ’'m afraid M 












daunt’s memory is a little faulty, too.” 
to the tall woman second, Mrs N 
You say ye z le backing 
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“Yes.” Mrs Mordaunt’s cold, defiant eyes were 
level in their stare. 

“You didn’t stop at that moment to look into Mar- 
tinson’s room?” Halstead pressed. There was a slight 
tightening about his lips, a slight tensity in his fin- 
gers. 

“I’m not sure i 

“Think now, Mrs Mordaunt. This is important. 
You smelled smoke, you saw Mrs Temple, you ran 
after her.” 

“Yes, yes.” 

“Tsn’t it possible you passed Martinson’s door and 
Rud Parrish, coming up from the east wing behind 
you, also seeing the smoke, went into Martinson’s 
door without you seeing him enter?” 

“Well, since you put it that way,’ Mrs Mor- 
daunt answered, “‘I suppose it was possible. I know 
when I turned to look into Sumpter’s room I saw the 
match strike and saw Mr Parrish stooping down 
and then I saw Sumpter’s—body in 

“That’s better, Mrs Mordaunt,” Halstead inter- 
rupted. “Now, you, Mr Ormsby——-” 

“Just a minute, Mr Halstead,” Sheriff Bing. 
snapped. “Am I to understand that you’re defending 
Parrish in his——”’ 

“I’m trying to prevent,” Halstead answered evenly, 
“any doubtful leads. As long as you’re taking this for 
record, Mr Bing, I assume you want everything down. 
You wouldn’t want to let a thing slip by you. I know 
that.” 

a 
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got Mr Ormsby to hear from now,” Hal- 
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stead went on at a little faster pace. “Being a lawyer 
he ought to know how important every detail is to us. 
You'll tell us just where you were, Mr Chua, 

when - . 

“This is getting to be lke a song I remember frorg 
my childhood,” Ormsby drawled lazily. “Something 
about where was Moses when the lights went out. | 
was in my chair seated across from the doctor. To 
the best of my memory I don’t think I moved from 
that chair until I heard Kate yelp. My first thought 
was that the hightning had struck something.” 

Halstead felt Lila Landis tug his sleeve. A side 
glance told him that she was eager to whisper to him. 
He prevented it by leaning forward. “And then,” he 
prompted. 

“Well, then,” Ormsby raised his shoulders slowly, 
“everybody was in the hall and I was there and— 
that’s all. Nothing else to add to that, certainly.” 

“How about you, Mr Warer” Halstead turned to 
the banker, unsatisfied. This whole thing was going 
the wrong way. Absolutely. Leading him farther and 
farther from the thing he’d started to build in his 
mind. 

“T?” Mr Ware smiled suavely and sighted along 
his freshly lit cigar. “My last definite recollection 
about my whereabouts—and I think Miss Landis can 
bear me out—is that when she came back from the 
hall just before the cock crowed, I took her arm and 
had her sit beside me. She seemed slightly—ill at ease, 
shall I say?” ‘ 

ne ameter. One Scape 
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Halstead retorted and immediately felt a strong dis- 
taste for this oily gentleman. “‘She wasn’t with you 
after the cock crowed.” 

“As you say, Mr Halstead, she’ll have to tell her 
own story. For my part I have nothing much to say. 
I was somewhere 1n the living room when the hghtning 
came and I was moving around trying to find a friend 
when Mrs Temple screamed. I was with the people 
who crowded into the hall and I smelled powder 
emoke. I think I elbowed the others rather roughly to 
get upstairs. 1 got to Sumpter’s door and Mr Parrish 
was sort of taking charge. Strange, I thought, imas- 
much as Sumpter had discharged him earlier in the 
day, but then this was an emergency i 

“Discharged him!” Mr Bing interrupted trium- 
phantly. “Youre sure of that, Mr Warer”’ 

“Doctor Martinson instructed me to tell Mr 
Parrish personally,” Sidney Ware answered smugly. 
He nodded toward Rud who sat tight like a coiled 
spring with his eyes burning. ‘“The doctor had to go 
to Washington on business Friday and didn’t expect 
to return until late. Friday was payday on the farm, 
and Doctor Martinson had advised me before he left 
for Washington to tell Parrish to clear out by the fol- 
lowing morning. You see Parrish had to come in town 
Friday afternoon to get the payroll check which 
Doctor Martinson had left with me.” 

“Did the doctor say why he took this action?” 
Bing was fairly jumping up and down with excite- 
ment. 

“There ’d been some disagreement,” Mr Ware an- 
awered after a slight cough. “Something personal. 
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The doctor was very angry. He told me he'd rath. 
not see Parrish personally.” | ia 

“That accounts then for the partly packed Ino 
gage in your quarters, Parrish,” Sheriff Bing said 
“Mr Halstead, do you have any further questions to 
ask?” 

Halstead frowned down at his fingers. Then he got 
up with great deliberation, fumbled in the brown 
cigarette box and stuck a cigarette between his lips. 

“Yes,” he said slowly. “Just one. Mr Ware, how 
much did Martinson tell you about this quarrel with 
Rud Parrish? Any details?” 

“Nothing other than that Parrish had become— 
impossible,” Ware replied. 

“Thanks,” Halstead grunted. “At least you lie like 
a gentleman.” 

“Sir! Pll let you know I——” 

“Pass it,” Halstead retorted. “That’s all from me 
for now, Sheriff.” He gazed at Bing sadly. “We've 
still got a long way to go. We——” 

“Not so far as you might think, Mr Halstead,” 
Bing beamed triumphantly. “You see we know pretty 
well now what happened. We’ve found the shell from 
the gun. Unfortunately it belongs to—Parrish!” 





[xX] 


Ir was RuD who found voice and came up out of that 
stunned silence. He leaped to his feet before Halstead 
was aware of his purpose. His fists were doubled at 
his sides. 

“That’s—impossible,” Rud cried. “I - 

The deputy at the door came forward and touched 
Rud’s arm. Halstead rose and went to Rud’s side. 

“Easy, fellow,” Halstead said quietly. “Let me 
take care of this. Nothing’s impossible when—well, 
sit down. Easy.” 

“The rest of you are excused for the present,” Mr 
Lattimer Bing pronounced. “I want you still to stay 
here where you’ll be available on the instant. But for 
a the moment you may go. Except you, Parrish.” 
| Rud turned to Halstead, lowered his hot eyes, 

groped for his chair. Lila, too, had come over and 
ion both hands closed over one of Rud’s arms. 

Lila said, ““Mr Ormsby lied, too, Mr Halstead. Lied 
about remaining in his chair.” 

“You mean, Lila, you saw him get up in the dark?” 
. “No, but a flash of lightning revealed the doctor’s 

: chair to me an instant after all the lights went out, 
and the doctor had gone. Mr Ormsby’s chair also 
was vacant. I didn’t see him again and I never left 
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that living room but for the single second o,. “ 


hat 

‘od the corridor.” 

bent cht Lila. That’s swell. Now, look! Keer 
smiling. We'll see what happens to Rud a8 Soon gh 
these people clear out. Bing — said 4 word ty 

| Marie Burton. Probably got her statement before 


we gathered—probab! y got it in the night. You 


ith Rud unless Bi _ 
eM. THY chink eit d unles; 
‘ alongs Lila. Vil stick with dtud u 8 Jing Orderg 

. i. 9 

f therwise. a : , 
. , He glanced over his shoulder and saw Bing neg, 
. the door talking to the secretary whose dark eyes re. 
1 


ained inscrutable. | | 
. ee ad said, “Rud, quick! Last night when you 
oh brought Millie to that side door. What ’d you do irp- 
x mediately afterward?” 
A 
e. 





5 Rud frowned and answered, “Why, I—went on 
x back to my quarters. ~”? 

® “You’re sure!” Halstead wrinkled up his mouth 
“ as if in pain. “Think, Rud.” 

nt “Sa-a-ay! The light in Rud’s eyes changed. “One 
* little thing. I’d forgotten all about it. Maybe it’s im- 
i" portant——” 

te “Everything’s important. What?” 


“Just after Martinson had 
face, I'd taken about a dozen 
see a wink of light. My God! 


that before 


slammed the door in my 
steps and happened to 
Why didn’t I think of 
a grim line, 

him, searching his nce Lila was very close to 
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“From the basement windows,” Rud shot. “Just 
like somebody down there had switched the light off 
and on—-I mean the light had come on and had been 
switched off immediately, ? 

‘You know what room? In the basement?” Hal- 
stead swallowed with a gulp. 

“The game room,” Rud answered. “My God! That 
gun rack down there. That gun closet 7 

“Tight lp, Rud,” Halstead whispered. Bing 
was coming up behind. 

Rud nodded. Halstead pulled Lila away. 

Bing said, “That’s all for now, Miss Landis. I 
may want to talk to you again in a little while.” He 
stood back, waiting. 

Lila said, “Yes, Ill be waiting for you,” and al- 
most ran to the door. 

Halstead lingered expectantly while Bing ordered 
Rud to sit down. 

“If this is your client, Halstead,” the sheriff blus- 
tered, “‘he certainly needs you. Stay if you want, but 
I’m doing the talking—the questioning. Under- 
stand ?”’ 

““What’s this about a shell?” Halstead demanded. 

“Why, one of my men found it,” Bing retorted. 
“'That’s what. New shell, duck shot, number seven. 
That’s what the medico removed from the wound. We 
not only found the shell but we found the box it was 
taken from.” 

There?” A argent demanded. 
| 1 the er 1D sondage down near the thicket 
Bing ‘snswered proudly. 
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. egy were Fe mcr cOonlesser TCOULCTALE | ‘ f 
° “We haven't,” Bing conferred = my Wut 
¢ that doesn’t mean we won't uncovel al we pins 
n gone, ‘Chat is there’s no gun in his room OF in the 
tenant house, We’ve gone through things pretty 
thoroughly, We-——” - aes 
| “What gauge is the shell?” Halstead hurried on, 
ne “Twelve PAULC. But say! Just at second, Halstend | 
a Didn’t you hear me say I would ask the questions?” 
che “Rud,” Halstead ignored the sheriff and turned 
hi lugubriously to the lean young man in the big chair, 
te “Look here, fellow. You bought new shells?” 
oF “In the spring,” Rud answered, The knuckles were 

white where he gripped the chair arm. “I’d never 
opened that box that was in my room though.” 

“You're positive?” Halstead urged, 

“Absolutely. I put it in my cabinet, and even yes- 
terday morning it had not been t mpered with, I’m 
sure of it because I moved it then.” 

Anybody can go in or out of your quarters, Rud, 


growing impatience, : sensed Bing’s 
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“Ves, anyone. Good Lord, if they think I could 
have shot Martinson———~” 


“Not only could have,” Bing broke in, heated, “but 
did. We’ve got every move you made figured out, Par- 
rish. Martinson fired you yesterday. Had a quarrel 
over your girl friend.” 

“Over whatr” Halstead barked. “You’d better be 
sure, Mr Bing, before you ‘i 

“Tm always sure, Mr Halstead.” Mr Bing swelled 
up his chest. “I think I mentioned that if you stuck 
around you might learn something. You’re dealing 
here with a different type, Halstead, than you’ve ever 
encountered. The mountain type, in a way. Parrish 
here is originally from these mountains and he 
wouldn’t hesitate, given the proper incentive, to use 
a shotgun.” 

“You say he had this quarrel,” Halstead queried, 
“about Miss Landis?” 

“You’re a good guesser,” Bing crowed. 

‘“But—well, I don’t know where you got your in- 
formation. All I can say ‘i 

“Where there’s servants, Halstead, you can learn 
a lot,” Sheriff Bing answered with a glow of self- 
satisfaction. “ ’Deed and you can.” He turned to Rud 
importantly. “You can save yourself a lot, Parrish, if 
you'll just spill it like it happened. If you insist on 
a tight mouth, well—maybe the girl will talk with the 
proper persuasion.” 

“That, Mr Bing,” Halstead frowned, “sounds like 
you’re making threats.” > 

“I’m getting results,” Mr Bing snapped. “At least 
that’s what I intend to get. Go ahead, Parrish. You 











———— 
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had this quarrel. We know that. The doctor had fired 
you. Positive on that score, too.” 

“So what?” Rud demanded, his eyes defiant. 

“So you decided Martinson had lived long enough. 
Great hand with the ladies, the doctor was. Saw your 
chances with Miss Landis getting slimmer. Decided 
you'd put Martinson where he couldn’t harm you 
further. So——” 

“Ridiculous,” Rud blazed. Halstead wiggled a fin- 
ger in admonition. 

“So,” Sheriff Bing, with great gusto, continued, 
“you got your gun, slipped into the house, probably 
got the doctor in the dark-when he was telephoning 
your quarters. We have no proof that Doctor Martin- 
son ever talked to you on the farm circuit. Nothing 
but your word. You got him upstairs, let him have i, 
calmly slipped out by one of these various stairways, 
hid that gun, and then got your electrician very 
calmly and told him to see what had happened to the 
lights. You came up to the big house, took charge of 
things matter-of-factly, and when you got the chance 
to do so you got rid of that shell ss 

“The only flaw with that,” Halstead broke in with 
great deliberation, “is that Rud’s halfway bright. He 
looks like he had some intelligence at least pe 

“I didn’t ask you for an interruption, Halstead. 
If you’ll wait F 

“You ought to do the waiting, Sheriff,” Halstead 
went on. “I gave you credit for more acumen than 
that. Right up to this moment you and I have been 
secing more or less eye to eye on this situation, but 
with your line of reasoning es 
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“What’s wrong with my line of reasoning?” Mr 
Bing demanded truculently. 
“Simply this. Here we have a young man, a little 


quick tempered perhaps, and maybe a little inclined 
to get rough if something provokes him.” 


“Absolutely,” Mr Bing exploded. “You’ve said the 
exact thing - af 
“All right, Sheriff. Now! We agree that Rud Par- 
rish is all of that. Do we agree that he’s rather intel- _ 

ligent?”’ 
‘“He’s been through college,” the sheriff admitted, 
“That’s a help. Granted then he’s just part way 
bright. Would it seem lke a very bright stunt to YOu, aay 
Mr Bing, for Rud Parrish to accomplish the killin: we 
capably and quickly, and then wander all the wy 2 
down to the springhouse to throw aweny te fate os 
shell?” Fe ee eee - : fe 
“I didn’t say he wandered down there,” 1 i Mr Binge 
retorted. “I said he disposed of the shell— ee | 
‘And one of your men found it near i t nicl | 


That’s exactly what you said. And that doesn rt hold e 
water. So if you'll excuse me I’ll be on my Wa f ry! 
leave Parrish with you. If you can browbeat him into 
some sort of statement you’re welcome. In t 1e e first 
place I think you’re wasting your time, and in the | 
second place I think you yourself are too. smart te 
believe any such theory you’ve got doped out. Neither — 
one of us will probably ever get to the bottom of this 
thing, but if one of us is lucky and does discover a _ 
reasonable clue——” ee 

“I can’t agree with you, Halstead. Lue denne A 
figure into it. The case is cut and dried. And Pane : 
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rish ‘Il talk before I get through with him. If I have 
to get a warrant ts 

“You have to have evidence for that,” Halstead 
said sadly. “I wish you luck. You’ll sure need it.” 

Mr Halstead left the room pretty certain that Mr 
Bing was thinking harsh things about him. He left 
in a hurry because in that whispered conference with 
Rud that sadly harassed young man had dropped 
something which Halstead considered of immediate 
importance. 

No one was in the corridor as Halstead let himself 
out of the lounge. Nor did he want to see anyone right 
at the moment. He walked swiftly, silently the length 
of the passage to the turn into the east wing. A glance 
into the dining room told him that he was still un- 
observed. 

Halstead took out his watch, took up a position be- 
side the door and then, when the second hand was at 
the top of its circuit, he got into motion. He swung 
into the east-wing passage, reached the stairway that 
led down to the game room, and made his way to that 
basement apartment. 

The door was shut but not locked. Halstead went 
in and closed the door behind him. His eyes photo- 
graphed the room, centered on the gun cabinet with 
its tall glass doors. 

The gun cabinet was locked. Halstead didn’t touch 
the glass or the wood. He couldn’t tell if there were 
prints. The light was dull and he didn’t want to use 
the overhead electric illumination. He used his hand- 
kerchief when he took hold of the doorknob. 
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He frowned deeply at the array of guns, each 
eleaming dully from oil. Then he put his nose at the 
bottom of the cabinet doors and sniffed. Instantly he 
stiffened. There was the slightest trace—the very 
slightest—of that odor which is peculiar to a recently 
fired gun. 

Halstead replaced his watch after noting the num 
ber of seconds it had taken him to go from the diz ining ae 
room to the game room cabinet. He gave the room a _ 
careful survey. Leathers divans, card tables, leather- __ 
seated chairs of chromium. The concrete grooved near 
one wall with a spring trickling through it, disap- 
pearing beneath the wall. A bar clear across one end. 
And, pervading the room, a grim chill. . 

On another wall was a display of knives and sab ers. 











oe ; a 


grouped around the mounted head of a deer, and c on ee 





fish. ee 
Halstead poked gloomily into the ash trays whi ae 2 
were all clean. The room had no marks of recent oc- : 





still another were specimens of stuffed and vamniahed an . 


cupancy. The sheriff had probably been here al- 
ready and examined the gun, if the gun really stood 
in that cabinet. It was just like him to be behind the | 
parade, Halstead mused. He never got the right idea 
at the right time. The sheriff had probably “located 


this gun cabinet in the night, and had examined it, 
and just hadn’t given Halstead any intimation of it. 
Yes, Mr Lattimer Bing probably had the key in his 
pocket right now, and here Halstead stood wishing 
he could get inside of the thing. 

He raised his eyes to the light button once more. 
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Rud Parrish had seen a momentary gleam of light in 
this room last night sometime before the cock had 
crowed. 

Before the cock crowed. Halstead rubbed his long 
nose vigorously, Strange how that incident kept re- 
curring to him, seemed to mark the beginning of 
things in this inexplicable tragedy. 

Before the cock crowed! The flash of light Rud 
Parrish reported might not have been the electric 
lights in the room at all. The killer could have come 
down here from the dining room in less than thirty 
seconds. He came down just after Lila had left the 
dining room in the wake of the angry doctor. He, or 
she, switched on a light long enough to get the key 
in this cabinet door and jerk a gun out. 

What, then, was the next move? 

Halstead again took out his watch. His movements 
now were very fast. He noted the second exactly, 
opened the door, raced up the padded stairs, turned 
at the entry, and ascended to the second floor. He 
was grateful at sight of the emptiness there, the dark 
depressing shadows. No one watching him. No suspi- 
cious deputy on guard at the Green Room door. _ 

Going directly to that room Halstead opened the 
door and went in. Then he checked the time again. 
Thirty-eight seconds. His lips compressed. A deeper 
melancholy seemed to come into his eyes. 

And instantly the light there changed! Instantly 
the eyes hardened and a certain tension came into the 
lean fingers. 


Halstead glanced at the closet door. Then has Joes 
crossed to it ‘soundlessly. It stood ajar and his ear it 
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to it detected a slight stir of chill air. He heard a 
rustling of papers from the door at the end of the 
closet. 

Someone in the plunder room. 

Stealthily Halstead pulled the closet door wider and 
Ict himself in. The closet was large and the doctor’s 
suits and coats were ranged the length of it. There 
was a shelf overhead for hats, boxes and suitcases. 

Halstead had not taken more than two steps until 
he halted, poised, listening. Then he crouched back 
into shadow behind the hanging garments. 

There was a slight creaking of the door from the 
plunder room. Someone was coming. The latch closed 
with a slight click. 

Halstead held his breath and stiatoal, every sense 
accurately attuned. Footsteps came dove with some- 
thing of cautiousness about them. A form passed his 
hiding place and with it an elusive scent. 

A woman creeping carefully ! 

The figure moved into the bedroom and Halstead, 
without so much as ruffling the garments that con- 
cealed him, followed to the closet door which had been 
left shghtly open. 

He risked his eye and almost groaned. The woman 
was Sarah Mordaunt. She was examining something 
near the window with her back to Halstead. Some- 
thing that made a slight sound like paper. He could 
tell from the movement of her arms that she was put- 
ting whatever it was in the bosom of her dress. 

Then she rubbed her hands on her handkerchief, 
gave her hair a pat, and without a backward glance 
let herself into the hall. 


144 BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 

Halstead rubbed his nose and got into action, Te 
made his way to the plunder room and went over it 
carefully. The light was too dim to allow him to 
make much out of the footprints in the slight carpet 
of dust. And even a match didn’t help. Plenty of peo- 
ple had been walking around in here wherever there 
was room to walk. 

Presently, however, he discovered a chest of drawers 
almost concealed by two stacked trunks and some 

cardboard cartons. And here again a match was called 
_ upon. The light flared up and gleamed in the chest’s 
surface. 

Wiped clean! Yes, and there was the cloth which 
had been used. Wiped clean within the past few min- 
utes. 

Halstead opened the top drawer. The lock had been 
forced. The drawer was disordered, its contents mostly 
old letters, bundles of canceled checks, receipted bills. 
Canceled checks! Halstead picked up one packet gin- 
gerly. After the slightest hesitance he slipped the 
packet into his hip pocket. Not that he expected an 
examination of the checks and statement to do him 
any good. Whatever had been of value or importance 
in here was probably now in Sarah Mordaunt’s pos- 
session, and Sarah Mordaunt was too wise to keep any 
incriminating evidence around. She would burn-— 


Halstead held his breath and crouched. The door 





from the closet creaking ever so slightly arrested him. 


Sarah Mordaunt coming back? 


He couldn’t see the door from here. The trunks and - 2 2 : 
cartons were in the way. He didn’t especially want to 
be found here—not by any of the sheriff’s men in par Gk d 
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ticular. He could probably explain his presence well 
enough but he was working on the theory that what 
Mr Lattimer Bing didn’t know wouldn’t worry him 
any. 

A deputy wouldn’t come on tiptoe. And whoever 
was moving into this dusty room was coming just that 
way. Halstead glanced about for a hiding place and 
almost whispered a sigh. The position of those car- 
tons. He could easily slide behind them. He’d look 
silly as all hell if anyone looked back here, but he’d 
just have to look silly. jana 

The footsteps came on. Halstead couldn’t see a 
thing, which made him very sad. He couldn’t move; 
he couldn’t do anything. If he raised himself as much 
as a couple of inches his head would be im view of a 
person approaching the chest. 

And the person was approaching the chest. In fact, 
the person was right at the chest sliding a drawer out. 
Almost within his reach and he was helpless even to 
look. 

Was that a little gasp? A quick catch of breath in 
the throat? He wondered what would happen if he 
sneezed now. It would be just like him to do a trick 
like that. Either sneeze or cough. The dust was in his 
nostrils and there was the beginning of a small tick- 
ling in his throat. He swallowed and came very near 
to tears. : 

But he didn’t cough or sneeze or make any other 
noise. He wanted to sigh when he heard the feet 
moving quickly away. His mind attuned with his hear- 

ing, he followed the footsteps and felt a quickening 
of his pulses when it was apparent that the intruder 
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was not returning to the closet but going rather to 
the door that connected with his own room. 

Halstead decided to take a chance. He let himself 
out of his squatting crouch creeping inch by inch. His 
eyes came above the cartons finally just in time to 
see someone disappearing into his sleeping chamber. 
A foot and a hand on the door left in this room. A 
slippered foot with a high arch, a silken instep, gun- 
metal stocking. A small bow on the side of the slipper 
—the outside. 

That was all. It was like a photographic plate in his 
brain. Each detail sharp and clear. The door clicked 
shut. 

Halstead was out to the door in an instant. He put 
his ear to it and listened. No sound came from be- 
yond. He silently pulled back the spring catch and 
opened the door. 

His own room was deserted. He entered and let the 
spring lock secure the door behind him. Nothing here 
seemed to be disturbed. He sniffed the air like a 
setter coming to point. No elusive scent. Nothing but 
that instep and that slipper to go by. He shook his 
head slowly from side to side. 

Whoever had passed through here couldn’t have 
gotten far. He quickly crossed and glanced into the 
hall. Only the dim shadows met his gaze. 

But why come out through his room? Why not 
return through the murder room? This thing was 
getting crazy. T’'wo women sneaking into that closed 
chamber, one behind the other. One of them watching 
Sarah Mordaunt? There was no reasonable answer in 

his mind, 
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He was still standing there in the hall when a man’s 
voice came to him and, for the moment, he couldn’t 
recognize it. Then he realized that Lila Landis’ door 
was slightly ajar. 

“Tf this man’s so accomplished and all,” the voice 
was saying, “then why doesn’t he do something? Lila, 
I’m afraid.” 

What Lila said was indistinct. Halstead eased into 
the hall and moved up closer. here seemed something 
urgent in the masculine voice. 

There it was again, saying, “I can’t figure it out. 
I can’t understand what in the world anybody would 
want to kill him for. He might have been hateful to 
some people...” Oe 

Herbert Trencher. Halstead scratched the back 
of his hand, planted his feet down rather heavily, 
strode smartly to Lila’s door. 

His knock interrupted the speaker. 

Lila said, ‘“Who is it?” and as Halstead pushed the 
door wide, added, ‘“‘Oh, I’m so glad. I was wondering 
where—you know Herbert.” There was something like 
joy in her gaze—Joy and relief. 

Halstead nodded to Herbert, and said, “Tough 
job she gave you. Notifying the family. Mother-in- 
law take it all right?” 

Herbert stroked his pale hair and moistened his 
ervay lips which always gave the appearance of being 
wet in the corners. “Well, she never exactly loved 
Sumpter,” Herbert Trencher answered slowly. “She 
was shocked, yes. I left it up to her to tell the chil- 
dren. God only knows what "Il become of them now. Ii 
I had my way about it I’d have Lila kept on because 
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segun to have a lot of hane fae 
acho, relia lot of hope for those kide under 
Halstead didn’t mis 
eyes. Admiration and 
hunger. 


74 . | 
Meee my Set but overhear something you saict, 
drew a He alstead mumbled apologetically. He 
matrh 6 cigarette from his pocket and struck a 
F —_ € continued, holding the match near his 
— About the doctor being hateful to some people.” 
siaceenaa d. os oe . have said that,” Trencher 

ed. “i've : 

this terrible thing en sort of wrought up ever since 
“Maybe you can help me,” Halstead interrupted. 
The match flame singed his fingers and he dropped it. 
He struck another. “According to the setup you're 


— next of kin leaving the daughters out 
of it. 


Vas”? 

“Probably figure pretty heavy in Martinson’s will.” 
Halstead was looking at the uneven light on his ciga- 
rette. | Zs 

“I?” Herbert Trencher raised his eyes quickly, a. 
little shadow flitting back of them. “I don’t think se, 


8 the admiration in the pale 
something that was almowt-- 


















nominal bequest.” . 

“Only a thousand dollars,” Halstead mused. This 
seemed to bring him close to tears. Sort of lets y 
out on that score———” a 


“Out of what, Mr. Halstead?” — 
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“You thought a lot of your uncle, Trencher?” Hal- 
stead ignored the question. 

“In a way he’s been like a father to me,” Herbert 
replied, now staring down at his hands somewhat woe- 
fully. 

‘You wouldn’t want him dead for any reason,” 
Halstead mumbled. 

“Please, Mr Halstead, be serious. If you think you 
can uncover this thing I’d go to any end to—help 

ou.” a 
“After lunch,” Halstead said quietly, “I’d like 
to run up to my place and get a shave. You wouldn’t 
mind driving me?” 





[AT] 


HatsrEeap got rid of Herbert Trencher presently 
and once alone with Lila something in his long face 
hardened. 

“You'll have to do some tall talking,” he said, his 
drawl forgotten. “In the first place who looks after 
the guns in the game room?” 

“Why?” 

“Don’t ask me questions, my dear girl. Answer ’em. 
I don’t have a lot of time. If I can get a jump ahead 
of that sheriff and keep there 

“Rud looks after the guns and fishing equipment,” 
Lila answered. “It was part of his job to see that the 
guns were kept oiled.” 

“He'd have a key to the cabinet,” Halstead 
hastened. ‘‘Who else would have a key?” os 

“Only the doctor so far as I know. Surely none af ae 
those guns was used a ops 

“One was and I’d like to take a good close look Bee 
it,’ Halstead interrupted before Lila could finish. | 
“Not that I expect it to tell me anything. P vised - 
be wiped as clean as as . oe ee 

“Ts Rud still down there with Mr Bin Br » a aa — 
queried in a small voice. ees 
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“fT think so, but don’t worry about Rud. Do you 
know where the doctor kept his keys?” 

“No, not unless they’re in his room, and I wouldn’t 
want to look for them, Perhaps you could use a knife 
and gct the cabinet open without anybody »9 

“Let's go sce,” Halstead said suddenly. “I’m look- 
ing for one sure thing about that gun. If I find that— 
but I probably won't.” 

They went down to the game room by the back 
way. They reached the east-wing entry without en- 
countering anyone. But at the foot of the steps Hal- 
stead halted, held up his hand to Lila. She drew near 


him. 
From the game room came voices. Halstead shoved 





the door back and looked in. A pair of sharp little : | 


eyes glanced up at him with something of triumph, 
Mr Lattimer Bing was holding a gun in his asd: 


Mr Bing said, “Ah, Halstead | The pane NEN weapon. 
Been looking all over for you. Thought you might : ee 


like to see it.”’ 


There was a deputy in the background, smirking. 
Lila followed Halstead into the room. 


“One more link in the chain,” Halstead said sadk ye 








“See how clean it is? Just what I was afraid al, ” He 
sniffed at the barrel. “ > 
“Just what you were afiaid of 2 Mr Bing’ 
widened. “You don’t mean to tell me, | Halstead 
you knew this gun was here allthe time?” 
“Not all the time,” Halstead confessed. © Whe 
you find the key to ‘the cabinet?” H + planed: 
lock. 















Phe doctor’ 8 ey,” Mr Bing said ven a : 
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supposed to have the other. He swears it was taken 
from his room, from a ring he kept hanging on his 
wall, Pretty thin stuff.” 
<> ts ‘3 - | ; 
You checked on the room, of course?” Halstead 


said. He went over and looked into the cabinet. There 
was that gun smell, 


‘“Parrish’s? Sure we checked.” 

“The key was gone?” 

“Sure it was gone,” Mr Bing barked. “We found 
the ring but we never expected to find that key on it, 
"Deed and we didn’t.” 

“So what’s thin about it?” Halstead demanded. “If 
somebody took the key, and the key is gone, then all 
you got to do is find out who got it.” 

“We'll find the key all right,” the sheriff boasted. 
**Meanwhile——” 

‘Meanwhile Parrish isn’t under arrest, Sheriff?” 

‘Parrish is being watched every turn he makes, and 
he knows it.” The sheriff rocked on his heels. “And as 
for this young lady .. .” Mr Bing’s eyes went over 
Lila from patent-leather slipper to the wave behind 
her ears. “‘I’d like to ask her a few questions this after- 
noon. Soon’s I get back from town. Dolph, you bring 
the gun. Careful how you handle it now...” 

And after the sheriff had taken his departure Lila 
said with a tremor, “And just what might that 
mean?” 

“Tt means that Mr Bing is more at sea than ever,” 
Halstead answered. “All you have to do, Lila, is sit 
tight and tell him as little as you can. I’m going up 
to my cabin shortly, but before I go I want as much 
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information as you can give me on every guest in this 
house.” 

“T hardly know them, Mr Halstead. I mean I’ve 
heard a few things ee 

“Tow about this Mordaunt woman?” Halstead cut 
n. “How was she hooked up with the doctor?” 

“Mis Betts, the housekeeper, would be the one to 
ask that,” Lila said with a twinkle. “I’m sure Mrs 
Betts could tell you some choice things.” 

‘You tell me.” 

“Well,” Lila dropped on the leather davenport, 
“Sarah Mordaunt wore out three husbands in the 
course of her life. She’s about twenty years older than 
the doctor, and it’s generally understood that the doc- 
tor owed her practically everything he had. I mean 
she was responsible for his practice, for his social 
standing. She sort of established him, and I think she’s 
been madly i in love with him. I can’t say that he felt 
any love toward her, of course. But———” | 

“Twenty years his senior,” Halstead cntteabbed: 
staring hard at the water coursing through the groove 
in the ‘concrete. “Madly in love. That’s worse than I 
figured. 'That’s 4 | 

“What's worse than you figured? Surely you don’t 
think Sarah: 

‘“Kalled him? ni could have, very easily. Reriesially 
since she looted a chest in his storage room this morn- 
me,” 

“Mr Halstead!” Lila was alarmed, “IJ——” 

“That’s between us,” Halstead said. “You wouldn’t 

know what she’d be wanting to hide or destroy.” 
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—~” Tala broke off, staring. She 


*No—not unless 
‘9 


turned slowly to Halstead. “I wonder— 
“You wonder whate” He felt a tenseness steal] 





through him. 

“Thursday night,” Lila said. “That telephone call 
he got. It was from Sarah. I answered the telephone 
and he took it in his study—his den, he called it. She 
seemed quite upset about something. Just the way 
39 





she spoke 
“Thursday night,” Halstead repeated after her. 
“A telephone call from Sarah Mordaunt to the doctor. 
Sarah’s upset. How about Martinson?” | 
“He was angry,” Lila said quietly, eyes narrowed 
in concentration. “I couldn’t help but hear his voice 
as I left the den. I don’t think I ever heard him speak 
any louder than that. I remember he said something 
about being all through.” 

“All through!” Halstead got up and walked over 
to the gun cabinet. Then he turned slowly. “Think 
back, Lila. What else? He must ve said something 
else.” 

‘He said something else but I got out of earshot.” 
Lila gazed down at her long fingers. “But there was 
another odd feature about that call since I think of 
1 i 

What?” 

“Marie,” Lila said quietly. “Marie Burton.” 

“What about her?” 

“I’m sure now she listened in on it. I’m sure be- — 
cause when I left the doctor’s door I went to her 
workroom, which is just off the library on the main 
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corridor, and as T opened her door I saw her put the 
receiver on its hook. J? 
“Extension telephone?” 
“Yes,” Lila answered. : 
“And she was hanging up her receiver,” Halstea d ae 
mused. ae 
“Just the way she did it struck me as odd at the __ 
time. That httle furtive way, and she seemed rattles S. 
too. Like she’d been caught doing something Ri 
“Keep on going,” Halstead urged. **Keep on thin be oe 
ing, Lila. Little by little . . Se 
“Nothing after that. I raid something to Marie— © 
something casual, then I went over to the lounge © | 
across the hall. The door was open. Presently I 
heard the doctor go into Marie’s workroom and alk oS 
to her very excitedly about something. I don’t k know 
what. He was in there with Marie for a good sae a 
time.” Re 
“And you couldn’t make out anything th at was 
said?” ee 
“Nothing.” Oe 
Halstead went over and looked into the spri ng. He 
stared at it and rubbed his nose. Then he re surned to 
stand in front of Lila. ee 
“You told me, Lila,’ he said slowly, “about Marie 
Burton calling the doctor from the living room just __ 
a few minutes before the cock crowed last. nis ME 
Lila nodded soberly. ‘‘For One ta sne e said, “ Marie 
seemed perturbed.” PE Ree 
“And shortly before Marie Burton appen red at the — 
hall door to summon Martinson,” Halstead reflected, | 
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“Sarah Mordaunt had left the room. 
out any connection there?” 

“I wonder.” Lila suddenly sat up straight “pes 


f ic % ) NDF , apt: 
: : : ig rg a fal oe 
y MEL 5h Sc 










no! I could only guess, and it seems more likely that 


Marie had called the doctor, or summoned him rat hey, 
to tell him that Rud was in the back entry with Mil} m_ 
Keever. ‘That ’d seem nearer to the point since that 
was where the doctor went.” 

Halstead went over to the gun cabinet and frowned 
at it. Then he turned and stared through Lila. He 
seemed to be talking to himself when he said, “Too 
many people in that upper hall just after the shot was 
fired. Sarah Mordaunt, Kate Temple, Rud, Wayman 
Stanley, Sidney Ware, Ormsby ” He broke off 
and shook his head. Then he added, “‘Yes, and you, 
Lila. Too many people who were out of that living 
room the instant those lights went out. Things so 
messed up that all the brains in the world couldn’t 
figure it out. Look here, Lila—who has a pair of 
dull dark pumps with a small gray-colored bow on the 
outside edge of the instep so 

“A woman’s shoe, Mr Halstead?” Lila was startled 
at the question. Concern was in her gray-green eyes 
as the long lashes partly veiled them. 


COCs ° : 
SOmMme mi: | 7 > 
Some woman in this house—now.” Halstead’s 
2aze was intent. 





K 
+). 

















““Cun-meta] pumps with 
repeating. “Why—M 
a pair like that. W 
Halstead ?” 

“Because,” Halstead answe 
looks very much like Miss Bu, 


th a grayish bow,” Lila was 
| arie! Yes, Marie Burton wears 
'Y On earth did you ask that, Mr 


red enigmatically, “it 
® . > J ’ 
ton’s Soing to have to 








“Almost one. L Y wien get 4 in . few minutes befor 


lunch. Pll try.” 


Halstead held the door for Lila to pass a 
faced up the stairs, his long jaw seemed rather gr 










[ XIT] 


Marir BURTON was putting the cover on her tre 
writer when Halstead found her in her workroom, 
She seemed taller and straighter in the Plain dregg 
she wore. Her blue-black hair was parted in the middle 
and pulled back tightly to a knot on her neck. £ “ee 
opaque eyes, contrastingly dark in the white pallor 
of her face, were strangely without luster. es 

Halstead mumbled an apology as he entered. He 
closed the hall door. eS 

“Yes?” Marie Burton said as Halstead delayed 
speaking. She was standing and her attitude wasone > 
of dismissal even before he started. oo 

He said, “You might sit down, Miss Burton. And — . 
you might ask me to sit.” ae 

“I’m very sorry, Mr Halstead. I’ve something to 
do now. If there’s anything I can do for you. 
later ‘s Ce 

“Later won’t do,” Halstead answered quietly, “PI 
not keep you long. A few questions about last night. 


























“Pve told Mr Bing all I know of the matter,” Marie 
replied politely and somewhat icily. “If you’ll jusk 
speak to him, I’m sure he’]]___» es 

“I don’t ever like to contradict a lady, Miss Burton, | 

158 eS 
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But I’m afraid I must now. I don’t know what you 
told Mr Bing. I do know you didn’t tell him all you 
could. Otherwise———” 

“T beg your pardon!” 

“Oh, that’s quite all right, Miss Burton. I’m SOrry 
if I seem to persist. Sort of my way, I guess. To per- 
sist, I mean. But I’ve got to know several things that 
you just wouldn’t tell the sheriff on general princi- 
ples. For instance, you know you never mentioned a 
thing to Mr Bing about the telephone call from 
Sarah Mordaunt last Thursday night.” 

“T know nothing of any call,” Marie retorted. 
“The perfect secretary,’ Halstead said. “Loyal — 
to the last ditch. Discreet to the end. You won’t have | 
trouble finding another good job, Miss Burton. In © 
fact you’re the kind of secretary amaninmy position 
ought to have. Tight mouth, secretive about yourem- 
ployer? S parsenal affairs. But you don’t need to be | 
secretive with me. Not at all. You can tell me——~” 

“I’m not being secretive, Mr Halstead. ’m simply 
telling you that I know nothing of what you’re talk- 
ing about. I’m sorry.” 

“You'll be sorrier, perhaps, if you don’t tell me.” 





Halstead’s tone changed. “Because, Miss Burton, yok 


happen to know that Sarah Mordaunt called the doe = | 


tor Thursday night and that she and Martinson _ 
quarreled on the telephone. I also know that youheard = 
the entire conversation, and that Martinson im- _ 









mediately afterward came mo this room and dig 
cussed the matter with you.” ce 

‘““And so?” There seemed to be something ofa a aquict re 
insolence in her voice. Ae 
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“And so I want to know all about the quarrel.” Fle 
reached over and helped himself to a cigarette from 
the open case by the typewriter. “I want to know what 
you and the doctor said.” 

“And I have nothing at all to tell you, Mr Hal- 
stead.” She moved toward the door. 

Halstead lit his cigarette and then blew a cloud of 
smoke at the match to extinguish it. His eyes went 
down to the secretary’s feet; his lips hardened. 

“You've told the sheriff, Miss Burton, about your 
movements just before the cock crowed last night?” 

“T have.” | 

“And how about this morning?” Halstead kept 
looking at her feet. 

“T’ve told Mr Bing all I know.” Her hand was on 
the knob. “So if you’ll kindly excuse me, Mr Hal- 
stead ns 

“You didn’t tell Bing about following Sarah Mor- 
daunt into the doctor’s plunder room.” Halstead 
raised his eyes slowly as he said it. He saw the effect 
at once. Her hand dropped from the knob. Her in- 
scrutable eyes changed lights for the fraction of a 
second, as if some shutter had opened and closed be- 
hind the iris. She took a step toward him. 3 

“You—know that?” Even her voice was shaken 
despite her attempt at control. | 





“T perhaps know a great deal more than you would © oe © coe 


suspect,” Halstead said kindly, almost apologetically. — ae 
“So if you’ll just sit down here and be reasonable— bE BP a, 





well, you wouldn’t want Mr Bing to start hammering 





at you. I’m sure of that.” 


BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 161 


She took the chair he pulled back for her. He 
scated himself facing her. 

“That’s better,” he said. He inhaled deeply as he 
studied her. Well??? 

“What do you want me to tell you?” Her voice 
was dull and listless, as if something inside her had 
suddenly given out.and gone lifeless. 

“Everything,” Halstead answered. “But first, who 
killed Martinson?” 

“T didn’t.” 

‘No—no, I didn’t think so.” Halstead frowned at 
the tip | of his cigarette. “You wouldn’t have any 
reason.’ 

“As inuch as anyone else, I suppose.” The twist 
of her lips gave her dead-white face a changed ex-_ 
pression but her eyes remained opaque. 

“Tell me.” 

“Well, in the first place, he was a beast.” She 
reached for a cigarette, and Halstead held a match 
for her. 

“Peepholes, too?” Halstead dropped casually, his 
eyes alert. 

“Oh! You know about that?” She was frankly 
amazed. 

“In the case of Miss Landis,” alstead admitted. 
“I hadn’t investigated any of the rooms ad joining 
yours, [——” 

“You'll find the holes,” Marie Burton retorted, 
“but you won’t be able to see _— them. I took 
care of that a long time back.” _ 

“You never mentioned auy hing about 
Miss Landis! eee 
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“No”? Maric said bitterly. eWhy should - met 
came here with an air of impor tance anil er “ - ‘ 

r . ‘ + 
possession of things. Hostess!” This wae definitely a 
sneer. “He called her hostess and--—— 

“T take it you don’t care a whole lot for Misa 
Landis.” 

“Why should I?” Marie’s voice was bitter now. 
“She hasn’t gone out of her way to be pleasant to me. 
She hasn’t ‘a 

“Peepholes,” Halstead hehaneteatedl * *Beast,’ you 
said. Did Martinson ever offend you by—touching 


you or fm 

“Ugh! She made a grimace of sharp distaste. 
“To we have to speak of that, Mr Halstead? Do you 
have to bring up things that is 

‘“We have to discuss this murder,” Halstead cut in. 
“Everything leading up to it. Every little trivial de- 
tail. You’re not sorry Martinson’s dead?” 

“For one reason only.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Purely selfish. My job. It means the end of it. It 
means trying to find something else that Il pay at 
least enough for bare existence.” 

“In other words,’ Halstead mused, ‘*Martinson 
paid you exceedingly well.” 

“Yes.” She inhaled from her cigarette and expelled 

a short puff. “But I don’t suppose I regret going 
mae much. [’ve been wanting to get out for a long 
time.”’ 

Halstead allowed her to smoke for a moment in con- 
templation. Then he said, “Sarah Mordaunt might 
want to murder Martinson?” 
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She looked u po t him abru ptly. She said, ‘°Y es.” 
“Why?” ELalstead hitched himself up on the edge 

of his chair. Elis tone was low and level. 

“You have to go a long way back,” Marie Burton 
answered. “Before my time here. Something to do with. 
financing a real-estate gamble.” 

‘Sarah financed it?” 

“Yes. She would do anything for the doctor. She 
was insane about him, and his attitude toward her in 
recent months was such that—well, his deliberate cold- 
ness in itself was enough to stir her to——_» | 

“To murder?” Halstead prompted when Marie 

aused. 

“What am I saying!” Her lusterless eyes all at once 
seemed troubled. 

“You're telling me about real estate,” Halstead 
said. *“‘Go on.” 

“Oh yes. That venture. There was a good deal of 
money involved. The details don’t matter. What does 
matter is a gold bond that Doctor Martinson got 
Sarah to post to cover an additional loan of money 
to carry on this apartment-house project. Doctor 
Martinson had been caught short in a market specu- 

Jation that had drained him, for the moment, of ready 
cash. He called upon Sarah who also happened to be 
shy of money at the moment. It was imperative that 
the doctor raise a certain sum———”? 

“How much?” | 

“Five thousand dollars. He had to get hold of it 
almost overnight.” ag | 

“The amount he accused Landis, his bookkeeper, 
of embezzling.” Pe 
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“Vas,” 
“So Sarah Mordaunt gave him a bond to borrow 
against?” 


“Yes. A gold government bond.” Marie Burton wet 
her lips with the tip of her tongue. Her hands were 
clasped in her lap, her cigarette burning in the tray 
where she had forgotten to crush it. “The bond ap- 
parently wasn’t Sarah’s to give. It really belonged to 
a niece for whom she was holding it in trust.” 

“And Sarah had to have the bond back,” Halstead 
mumbled. “’That’s the way of it.” 

“That’s the way of it,” Marie answered. “I wouldn’t 
say she just had to have it back. She demanded it 
back from the doctor to be on the safe side in the event 
of any emergency.” 

“Martinson couldn’t redeem it for her??? Halstead 
pressed. 

“He did redeem it, but not for her exactly.” 

“How do you mean?” Halstead reached into the 
open case for another smoke. 

“I mean that the doctor, after redeeming the bond 
and getting it back in his possession, decided to keep 
it for use in another scheme he was planning.” 

“Sarah wanted the bond,” Halstead said slowly, 
“but the doctor wouldn’t give it up. It was endorsed 
over to him of course.” 

“Oh yes. Sarah had used her power of attorney in 
making the transaction.” 


“So the telephone call Thursday night was about 


this bond?” Halstead asked. 


“Sarah demanded that he produce it by Saturday 
night. It seems that an emergency had come up, and a8 
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she had to give some accounting. Doctor Martinson 
lied to her. He told her the bond was still up for a loan 
collateral and he couldn’t get it back. And she knew 
he was lying. She’d had somebody check on the loan 
and she knew the doctor had redeemed the bond. 
That’s what made her so angry. She gave him until 
Saturday—that’s today—to do something about it.” 

“He refused,” Halstead murmured. Then, sharply, 
“What ’d Martinson say to you about it, Miss Bur- 
ton?” 

“Fe said, ‘Marie, that woman ’ll be the death of 
me one of these days.’ ” 

“You’re quoting Martinson exactly?” 

“Hxactly.” 

Halstead grunted under his breath and struck a 
match to his cigarette. He puffed violently for a mo- 
ment to get his uneven light squared. ‘What else did. 
he say?” 

‘He said he wished it were possible for him to avoid 
her. He said she was getting more and more unbear- 

able.” 

“You're holding back somethings. Halstead ac- 
cused. “I can tell by the way you’re working your 
lips, studying your answers. What is it?” 

“Tt’s—treally nothing.” 

“Something the doctor said to you?” 

“Yes,” she blurted. “It was that Thursday night. 
He was heaide himself, I really felt sorry for him, in a 
way. He reached over and took my hand and he said, 
‘Marie, you’re the only one that isn’t after me for 
what you can get out of me. If I had my way about it, 
and honestly could do $0, Td ask yon to leave this 
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country with me tonight. But if I live to sqtiare i aa oe 









around you'll find that I shan’t forget you” 7 
Halstead looked up wanly. “If he lived to eae. 
things around.” He shook his head sac ly. “ys 


must ’ve known death was close, Miss Burton, f. 








- must ’ve been heavily involved somehow———” _ 
“Involved is the word,” Marie supplied. “I woul, 
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be surprised to find, when the estate’s settled yp. 








there ’ll be very little left over his obligations. He se 
lived on this lavish scale, spent everything he earned, __ 


borrowed until his credit was shot, and was alway 
poking into one new venture or another.” 





Halstead got up and went to the small window. The eae 
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rain had started again. He stared at the slanti mo 





needles, hunched up his shoulders, finally turned. y a 
“Sarah got her bond?” he asked abruptly. “That’s 





room?” 


“Not her bond,” Marie answered. “I’m afraid she z 
won't get it now until the estate is settled up. ’m — 





not sure, however. The bond may be endorsed in such 
a way that she can merely take possession of it with: 
out any legal difficulties. No, it wasn’t her bond ———” 
“What, then” 
CNH lattara 2 — . 
Iwo letters,” Marie said. “Two letters she’d writ- 


ten the doctor, The sheriff would enjoy them. They 
were definite threats——_» uitios 


“Threats! Halstead came back 
standin y b Marie’s che ir, “VY, 
ny 8 be sgn lair. “You saw the letters 2” 
es. Lhey came about a week apart. Each one 
seemed to agitate the doctor a& oreat deal I knew 
where he hid his private correspondence and I was 








but remained 


what she got out of her excursion into the plunder 
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curious, You won’t think me so discreet when . tell 
you this. I read the letters. One—the first—de 
the return of the bond or she would expose the pera 
for a fraud and a cheat. The second apparently was” 
in answer to one he’d written. It was a long letter and : 
summed up all the good she’d done for h m, her deve 
tion, her faithfulness. It accused him of cooling tA. 
ward her, of losing his head over Lila Landis— 
“That’s nice, too.” Halstead shook his head 
distaste. oe 
“The nice part was the closing viii ee : Marie sup- 
plied. “She said that she’d made Sumpter Martinson | 
and she could instantly break him, and would do so. — 
He didn’t reply to that note, so Mrs Mordaunt ca: ne 
down this week end after her Thursday-night call.” 
“She doesn’t live close??? Halstead queried 0 on n sud 
den thought. Ee ea cee 
“Most of the time in Washington,” Marie answered. 
She stared at him without expressior . Then she said, 
“So now; 1f there’s nothing else, Mr Halstead...” 
“One thing more,” Halstead said quick y. “Mrs _ 
Mordaunt arrived here yesterday at what - ime ?”! — | 
“Wer chauffeur brought her out abo at seven.” 
“She wasn’t alone with the doctor an 7time between _ 
her arrival and that moment just before the cock — 
crowed?” Halstead’s chin was jutted forward, his 
mouth hard. DO a 
“No. She tried twice to get him to herself but he 
evaded her. He told me to watch h ner. He didn’t want 
her to make some kind of scene | before a lot 
people.” = ae : 
“You watched her?” H alstead des randed. 




































- Prem HE COCK CRowEp : wi 
“It sounds despicable,” Mari os Re 
lessly, “but I did. I “aw her See ns we lied tone. : _ = 
before the cock crowed. She went up ies iiee oo 
stairs. I went up behind her and I saw hep are me 4 
doctor’s room. I saw the ex go inte tk fe. 
pression on her face 
Again there was that opening and closing of thew 
creat black eyes. es, 
“What kind of expression?” Halstead urged. 6 = = 
“T can’t describe it other than grim determination 
I thought I ought to let the doctor know. I went ts 
the living room and signaled him with my eyes. He 
came over and I told him what I'd seen. He left to eee 
so toward the east wing. I hesitated a moment then = 
ran toward the main stairway and up. I wanted to see” ee 
what would happen. Silently I was on Sarah’s side. Y = 
was hating myself and the doctor and the whole 
tering atmosphere down below. ey 
“When I got to the top of the stairs I saw Sar: oe 
leave the Green Room and go back toward the east 
wing, and I knew the doctor hadn’t gotten up. . oF 
faliwell Sarah and heard the doctor’s voice below. ee 
angry at Rud Parrish about something or other. 4 
didn’t get it clearly. But I saw Sarah halt in the 2 


passage and listen, too, and then move on back to her = = 
roorn. a oe 
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“Milhe came running up the stairs then, and I. 
waited until she’d gone on toward the back. After 
that I started down the east- wing steps and the doete eo 
was coming up. I shook my head in the negative and 
he turned and went back.» BEE 
“How much of this does 


pumped. ’s Mr B ing know?” H alstead — : es 
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Marie Burton raised her thin neil “I keep 
99 66 + 
my counsel well,” she replied. “He knows sop a I 
suppose I’ve made a terrible mistake in not 
him. But I don’t want to have any more to do 
this. 1 want to get out and get away——_» 

“What ’d you do after you sent the an tor be 
down the east-wing steps?” Halstead ¢ queried a 
iously. “Did you go back upstairs?” — 

‘No, I followed the doctor down. I saw Lila Lan is 
leave the dining room. She seemed half frightened to 
death about something. She went on into - the living 
room and I went into the library and eventu lly came 
in here.’ 

“And _ s where you were when the igh s failed?” 

“Yes, ’d been waiting for Herbert Trencher. He 
was bringing some papers the doctor wanted and I 
expected him momentarily.” = 

“He finally did bring the papers: 2 = 

“Yes, Some deeds of some foreclosed on I 
was waiting for him when the li ghis failed and 
stayed right here at my desk until - 
bub in the hall. When I joined the guests 
in such an uproar that 1t was some mo! nents be 
could get heads or tails of wha’ t was seem ing, Oo 
had happened. I know I smelled that p »wder smoke 
and it frightened me.” oo . 

“Those shoes you have on, oon 8 J Bi 
wearing them this morning.’ : * He 
the dark pumps. ees 

“Yes.” She followed | is gue. ho 
deal to be said for her feet as d 




































letters?” Oe ee 

There was a slow admiration in her eyes. “You 
even saw my feet and remembered,” she said evenly, 
“T went out through your room because I thought 
you were down with the sheriff and Rud Parrish and 
—well, Ellis Ormsby, I think, was waiting for me. 
He’d been following me around and I was pretty sare 
he’d be in the main hall with his door open.” 

“Ellis Ormsby,” Halstead frowned. “Anotne: one 
eentleman who’s lied to the sheriff. Any reason ' way 
you should duck him?” | 2 



















“He says he’s in love with me,” Marie answered 
sharply, “which isn’t the case at all. T here's Heer 
something unpleasant between him and the doctor es 
and I think what he’s trying to find out now Je 
how much I know about it. In a case like thi§-++ 
She broke off and shrugged. a ae 

“Tt doesn’t do to know too much,” Halstead fmisne® 
for her. “I suppose this Ormsby wouldn’t want to #t® 
Martinson, either?” he eee 

“And I suppose,” Marie said, “you'll have to a5 
him that, personally. To my knowledge, his assocl 
tion with the doctor was mostly prot essional, 
wouldn’t call it exactly a friendship.” ee 

“What would you call 1tP”? EN 
“I don’t know. I suspect neither was e yer very. 
friendly toward the other. Mr Ormsb y has always 
seemed to take a great delight in saying’ things to 
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cut the doctor—to cut other people eels If you 
ean find a more hateful person re 
“Not a very nice gentleman to have around,” Hal- — 
stead mused. “I wonder. The farther I get fi a his. 
tangle the more jumbled and hopeless it look cs. Every- 
body lying, covering up, stealing around——” 
“Everybody lying, Mr Halstead?” RS 
“Yes, even you aren’t telling me all you can. Cer- 
tainly you aren’t telling me the truth of yous ¢ own ae 
movements.” eo 
“T don’t understand.” There was a momentary Z 
flash in those black eyes. fo ee 
“Well, in the first place, you didn’t follow the doc- 
tor down the back stairs—or the east-wing stairs— _ 
last night before the cock crowed.” Halstead gazed 
at her mournfully. His shoulders were slumped. — 
“T don’t understand a See 
“Neither do I,” Halstead broke in. “You say you — 
came down the east- “wing steps, but ee didn’t. You 





































the central stairway. You were seen on these steps b be- 
fore the hghts failed.” Mn eae 
Marie Burton’s lips tightened. She saic d nothing. 
“Shor Uy after that, ” Halstead proper: you 





ner of her room, his eyes slightly narrov ved. “You 
told me you came in here and waiter ef : i ar H ~ erbert 
Trencher. You came in here all right and put 0 on th t 
raincoat and those galoshes and we at ou SIGE. ’ Fie 
nodded toward the galoshes with the dried mud on 
the heels and soles. “*You left the ma; ‘ks all over. You 
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about things. eae wee 

“No good,” Halstead said. “Not this morning w, _ 
lot more hours than that for that W u Le ¢ ay to dry # 2 
He went over and picked up one of the galoshes, He 
flaked dried mud off the heel with his ine ex finper 
He shook his head sadly. “The sheri iter bis we 
this sooner or lat 
want to know things. D 
over her. “Why did you go outr Se gs 

The question unnerved her. She compressed her lips 
and stared blankly into space. The tension increased _ 
as the little clock on the desk suddenly became monot- 
onously noisy. Sas 

“Pye told you all I—can, 
wouldn’t look at him. 













Mr Halstead.” She 


up, 
Was it one of the guests ee 
“T can say nothing more—now.” She rose briskly 
and smoothed her dark plain dress over the slender 
curve of her hips. i. 
A little make-up, a little wave in that hair, a Hftle. 
unbending of that stiff spine, and Marie Bur on oe 
of 


99 








would make a man look twice. Halstead was aware of 
this thought as he searched her with his eyes. oe 
But she wouldn’t look at him. She moved toward ee 
ep + eS 
Halstead said, “Oh well, you can’t say I didn’t give eae 
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you the chance. When Mr Bing gets through with 
you...” He tossed the galosh into the corner, felt 
over the oilskin coat on the costumer, rubbed his long 
nose. 


A knock on the door caused hir 

Marie Burton said, ‘*Come in.” 

The door opened almost silently and Ellis Ormsby 
stood there with that cold lifeless smile on his round 
expr -essionless face. The tiny eyes seemed to ghtter 
in the light from the desk lamp. He bowed from the 
chin, smacked his thick lips. 

“I beg your pardon,” he said smoothly. “Hate to 
interrupt. I was told to find you for luncheon. Mrs 
Betts seems to have too many duties c on her ample — 
shoulders since Millie disappeared. You’re eating 
with the inmates, of course, Mr Halstead: ee : 





1 to straighten. 














[XI] 


Mr arTHUR HALSTEAD didn’t eat with the inmates, He 
didn’t enjoy his luncheon at all because Mrs Betts 
had to hop up and down every time the bell tinkled. 
Sarah Mordaunt was taking over the head of the 
table in the main dining room, and Mrs Betts was 
trying to serve efficiently and trying to look after 
the cook and was making a noble effort to talk to Hal- 
stead between times. 

The cook was an elderly colored woman who was 
scared of her shadow and badly upset as the result 
of the doctor’s untimely and unpleasant passing. 
Her large eyes showed a good deal of white. Rich, the 
week-end butler, had been dismissed by the sheriff 
and allowed to depart. 

Mr Halstead learned, however, several things which 
he added to what he already knew. Mrs Betts and her 
husband, Joe, who did the landscape work, lived in the 
cottage on the other side of the garden hedge. 

In answer to Halstead’s queries, Mrs Betts had 
heard the cock crow. She remembered jt distinctly 
because she had said something about it to Joe. She 
had left loads of sandwiches in the pantry for the 
guests and had just gotten in the house. Had no more 
than got her shoes off when the cock let loose. 

174 
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“The doctor’s got a lot of chickens?” Halstead 
asked her. | 

“J couldn’t say how many,” Mrs Betts rephed. 
“Like everything else around here they run harum- 
scarum. No chicken house. I always said if this farm 
had any real management ze 

“You mean to say, Mrs Betts, that Rud Parrish is 
inefficient?” 

“J most certainly do not mean to say that,” Mrs 
Betts snapped defiantly. “Ruddy Parrish is one of 
the finest young men in these mountains, Pilhave you  ~— 
to understand. But he can’t do everything by him- r  . 
self, so he can’t. What I mean to say is the best 
manager must have things to work with and people he fe 
can depend on which is something Ruddy Parrish 
never had.” 3 - 

Halstead gulped coffee and said, “About those 
chickens. Is it usual for a cock to be crowing just an: ee 
hour of the night?” p 

“By all the saints,” Mrs Betts replied fervently, 
ond it isn’t. It’s no more natural than for you to get 
up out of your own sleep and crow.” ; 

“You believe a cock crowing like that presag 
death?” — 

“You can call it superstition or anything you’ve a@ 
mind to,” Mrs Betts replied in scarcely more thana 
whisper. “But when my uncle Dore was killed at th 
railroad crossing there was a rooster that crow 
under my mother’s window. The last place a roo 
ought to be, Mr Halstead. He crowed undet 
window and it was just a little past midnigh 4 
hours later they brought my uncle home. I’m 




















176 BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 


much for common superstition, I’m not, but when I 
see things like that with my own eyes——~” 

~W here do the chickens roost?” 

Around the carriage shed mostly. But there’s three 
game cocks. Three little fellers. They’ll likely roost 
just any place.” 

“Game cocks?” Halstead screwed up his mouth. ry 
thought there was a law against fighting cocks ———” 

“Oh, there’s a law against it all right, but I’ll say 
this for the doctor. He wasn’t one to bother much 
about laws. Many’s the time I’ve seen fifty people in 
that hayloft with them poor little roosters fightin’ it 
out to the death, so I have. Yes, and the sheriff there 
among them. He hasn’t staged any of them fights of 
late, but you see the little cocks around the yard now 
and then, all peacefullike and content.” 

Another interruption came at this point for the 
serving of the dessert. Halstead leaned back in his 
chair and looked over the pantry. It was a large 
room, much larger than some New York and Wash- 
ington apartment living rooms that he’d seen in his 
time. 

Presently Mrs Betts was back for another brief 
period during which Halstead learned that Dr Mar- 
tinson was detested by his servants and hired men. 

“Not that any of ’em would raise a hand against 
him, Mr Halstead,” she was quick to add. “He wasn’t 
the kind of man who would stand for any back talk, 
either. No sir, none of ’em would raise a hand against 
him, unless it would be Millie and—well, I always said 
no good would ever come of having that little trollop 
in this house.” 
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“T take it you didn’t care a lot for the parlormaid,” 
Halstead mused. 

“4 good enough girl all right in her place, Mr 
Halstead, ? Mrs Betts said hastily, “but this cer- 
tainly wasn’t her place.” 

‘What did she look lke?” 

“A little blonde fluff, she was. The kind that ’*d turn 
a man’s head quick.” She lowered her voice and 
glanced over her shoulder before she added, “And she 
had the doctor’s head turned different ways. Him 
being the type he was, and Mille being pretty and 
with “that little dimple and her smile . . .” She left 
her sentence unfinished and nodded her head xr 
ing! 

THolstead @ orunted, ‘The doctor and who else?” 
«¢Almost every -—s who came here—excepting Rud 
Parrish, of course.’ | 
“How do you mean?” us 
“Don’t think I haven’t got eyes, Mr Halstead. 
Haven’t I seen ’em pat her onl pinch her and squeeze 
her—in these dark hallways. And the worst of it is 











the child liked it. Flip she was, too. When I'd caution Ge 


her about her manners and about her way of being — 
dignified before guests and all, would she pay me any 
mind? She would not, Mr H Halstead, Impudent and 
flip, and always laughing at me and calling me an old 
maid, which, of course, T couldn’t be? 

“No, not with Joe around,” Halstead admitted. 
“Any of the guests in the house now—any of them 
particularly attentive to Millie? On the sly, that is?” — 

“Tf it wasn’t that the doctor was lying dead, Mr — 
Halstead. my mouth would be the last to open. But 
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I’ve my suspicions of this dainty little Mr Stanfey. 

Bah!” She gave a snort of disgust. “Haven’t I seen 
him trailing her around, or deliberately placing hirm- 
self somewhere to be in her way when she’d corne 
along? I tell you, Mr Halstead, I never wanted Millie 
Keever in this house and I told the doctor so, but after 
all—I only worked here. Joe and me, we had our jobs 
to keep.” 

“Who else besides Stanley?” Halstead pressed. He 
spoke swiftly, fearing the tinkling of that bell from 
the dining room. 

“Your fancy bowing and scraping Mr Ware. As a 
matter of fact, the doctor had to admonish Mr Ware 
in no uncertain terms about a little incident con- 
nected with Millie.” 

“When was that?” 

“T’d better say no more about it,” Mrs Betts an- 
swered hastily. “I’m thinking I’ve said too much al- 
ready. I’m thinking I’d better let well enough——” 

“But this may be important,” Halstead hurried. 
“Besides Miss Lila—well, she’s in a bad spot. You 
know that. You know she wouldn’t harm a soul, don’t 
you?” 

“Poor dear,” Mrs Betts murmured. “She’s had 
nothing but trouble. And now this thing. If it ’ll help 
her any, my telling you about Millie is 

“We never know what ’Il help,” Halstead said. “It 
may help a lot.” 

“Well, this business with Mr Ware. I think it was 
that the doctor caught Millie in his room when she 
shouldn’t have been there. There was quite a rumpus 
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about it, with the doctor half drunk and nasty mean, 
and the things he said, and Mr Ware try to be | 
very smooth cal oily like he usually is.” a 
“How long ago was this?” 
“A week. Week last night, in fact. It seems a year, Heke: 
Mr Halstead. I was in ‘the upper passage when I 
heard the ruckus. Poor Millie came out of Mr Ware’s 
room crying. She ran past me and back to her own 
room. The doctor followed her, and I don’t know _ 
what he said to her, but she told me later she couldn’t 
stand it here any longer. She said she was going to_ 
get out.” Ae 
Mrs Betts answered the bell, and Halstead stated ee 
lugubriously at the empty plate} in front of him. If ~ 
ever aman engaged in the business of criminal investi- : 
gation had any worse luck, Mr Halstead would like to. 
know the name, the place ‘ond the date. He was. su ie 
that chasing dawn the five thousand dollars that 
Lila’s father was accused of stealing would be horse- a 
play compared to this. 














Women, women, women! A personable secretary, if kee 


you got away from the bony face and the straight __ 
black hair, a lovely governess, a coy and atharing : 
blonde maid on the younger side. A white-haired _ 
woman, twenty years too old for the blustering doctor, 








« waaled: -out, yellow-headed widow with the hardest yey 
blue eyes Halstead had ever seen. Five women sure a 


rounding that apparently over sexed dead man. Any — 
one of eee five could have killed him © 
Perhaps one of them, after all, had done it. a 
Halstead was staring at his Pat a WE cis ng a 
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woman’s chances when M 
that Herbert Trencher 


stead was. 


He left the table reluctantly. An hour with Mrs 
Betts might accomplish a great deal. No, it wouldn’t 
either. He was certain that another hour with the 
housekeeper could do no more good than perhaps to 
uncover another half-dozen women whom he hadn’t 
met yet—perhaps some of those who’d been here last 
night and had been allowed to depart, temporarily at 
least, because they’d furnished a satisfactory alibi 
Tor the period of darkness and sudden death. . 

Herbert Trencher was bundled in a raincoat with 
the collar turned up. He seemed rather pale and 
hollow eyed and his voice was husky. Fee 

“My car’s up in the barn,” Herbert said in his 
throat. “T’ll bring it down and then we’ll get gong. 

“Pll walk up with you,” Halstead replied. “The 
barn, or what they call the carriage shed?” 

“The shed,” Herbert corrected. “There’s never 
room in the garage part of the barn. You’ll think you 
never rode in a worse car than mine.” 

Halstead took in the rear turn of that kitchen Las 
he trudged along in silence. He made out his own 
windows and those of Lila’s room. Then they came 
alongside the kitchen with the two-story porch that 
ran its length. At the end of the porch was a squat 
brick building. Through the open door Halstead saw 
an array of garden tools. The building was detached 
from the kitchen wall, an area of perhaps no more 
than three feet in between. 

They passed the tool shed and came to the fence 


rs Betts came in to announce 
Was ready any time Mr Hal- 
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around - stable iy Halstead noted the marks of 
a horse. crim-eyed deputy barel re ee 
and Herbert Trencher cna Tey Boas he 

Herbert’s car had been described by Tila as dis- 
reputable. The word fitted. And with Page at 
was splattered all over it, the car looked hopeless. 

66T suppose we could take one of Sumpter’s 35 
Trencher said. “But I’ve never been one to ask Sac. 
ors. And who would I ask about it now?” 

“This “ll be all right with me,” Halstead mumbled. 
He was aware of a few chickens clucking about out 
of the rain. He saw one of the gamecocks down at 
the far end of the shed. A beautiful fowl, head cocky, 
wings slightly fluffed. 

“Long time,” Halstead said, “since I’ve seen a pair 
of those babies mix 1t.” 

Herbert apparently hadn’t heard him. He was 
banging open one of the doors. Halstead crawled in 
and saw the mud on the floor of the coupé, dry now 
and flaky. ee 

The motor exploded into action after a couple of 
tries and Herbert backed out of the shed. He headed 
down into the gravel. Halstead was gazing at the tall 
house beyond the garden. oe : 

He said, “That’s where Rud Parrish lives?” 

Herbert followed Halstead’s pointing finger. “Yes. 
All the hands except the Bettses. They live in the 
cottage.” Pe oe : 

“That hill behind the tenant house,” Halstead 


said quietly. “Runs up pretty sharp there.” 


“Yes. A swell windbreak in the winter though.” 


“Would it be asking too much,” Halstead queried 
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abruptly, “to run me over to the nearest store? [ got, 
to have blades and cigarettes. I set a kerosene can on 
my carton by accident, and I hate to be bumming 
smokes all the time. You have a cigarette in your 
pocket?” 

Herbert produced a package. Halstead took one. 

“Glad to run you over there,” Herbert said. “It 
won't take very much longer.” 

They rolled down past the looming pile of the 
rambling house and out along the lawn. Halstead lit 
his cigarette and smoked in silence. The car swung 
at the building they called the guest house, now un- 
occupied, and the road presently broadened out into a 
back-country thoroughfare. 

The crown of the road was well graveled and they 
made fair time. Halstead: lost himself in trying to 
put the loose ends of this tangle together. Once or 
twice Herbert Trencher tried to make conversation, 
but Halstead’s mournful eyes were in space. He would 
grunt something in reply, and finally Herbert gave 
it up. . 

The store was a little more than three miles from 
the doctor’s. Fortunately, the Luger boys stocked 
everything but coffins and motorcars. There were 
several loafers smelling of sweat and damp overalls 
and chewing tobacco, whose conversation was silent 
upon the appearance of the two men at the door. 

The tall lean man behind the counter rubbed the 
back of his hand over his lips as he came forward and 
seemed uncomfortable for lack of the proper thing 
to say to the nephew of the murdered man. 

Finally he got out: “It sure is tough, Herbert. I’m 
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awful sorry.” And he colored and looked at the floor. 
“They ain’t found who done it?” 

“They will,” Herbert said tightly. 

Halstead stepped into the ensuing silence and an- 
swered the tall man’s expectant glance in his direction. 
He got his blades and a carton of cigarettes and was 
certain that the conversation picked up where it left 
off the minute the screen door closed behind him 
and his companion. 

“Sort of like to make it snappy if you can,” > Hal- 
stead mumbled, glancing at his watch. “Maybe I’d 
better—but thats all right. It won’t take too long.” 
He didn’t say what he thought he had better do. He 
changed his mind on the instant and the car settled 
down to a steady purr. 

“Mr ‘Trencher, if you feel like it,” Halstead said 
presently, his tone half apologetic, “maybe you can 
tell me something of your uncle’s relations with V Way- 
man Stanley. They weren’t associated in business i mn 
any way?” 

The car covered exactly two tenths of a mile before 
Merbert Trencher answered. He said, “If you 
wouldn’t mind too much, Mr Halstead, I’d rather not 
have to answer that question. Not that I don’t want 
to, but this is—murder, and anything you might say 
against a person ” 

“I mind a lot, Mr Trencher,” Halstead cut i in, “ = 
haven’t had much of a chance to talk to you before 
this. What about Stanley?” 

Another tenth of a mile rolled under the r sti 
tires. Then, “Well, I have no proof, you understand. 
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It’s only a guess: I often wish I could fing os 4 
[’ve had a suspicion for a long time t bal Steet 
TL | 44s mL: ney, 
sort of blackmail.” ny 


brought the young man’s h a | 





heen up to some 
Halstead’s groat 
around, eyes curl0us. ee as 
“Pon’t mind me,” Halstead mumbled. “Ive hee. 
expecting that. Everything else has come into the aes 
so far. Why not blackmail? Wayman Stanley 
what’s his profession or employment or——” oe 


“None.” 

“Where does he get his money?” ee 

“T don’t know.” They slowed for a bad rut, tes 
picked up speed again. Water splashed over ag 
hood and splattered the windshield as they went — 
throu oh the rut. “His f amily once Was co 1 0 , ‘ably 
well off. But they died out and Wayman Stanley ran 
through what was left to him. I think perh ps some 
unfortunate ‘nvestment took away the bulk of Hi 
wasn’t much to begin with.” ee 

“Not an investment your uncle was mixed up in?” 


said Halstead. 

“I’m afraid—yes. 
narrow at this spot. They 
right of them. “I had hope 
that.” oo 

Halstead scratched the back of his hand th oe 
ripped open his carton of cigarettes. He took out ene oe 
package, braced himself on a turn. His thumb broke 
out the top of the package and he emptied the ciga- eae 
rettes into his side pocket. He selected one and lit it 
before he spoke again. | 

“Stanley might have wanted to kill your uncle,” ae 
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» he road was curving and 
passed a house on the _ 
d you wouldn’t ask me 
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Halstead said finally. ‘““Had you thought of th at, Mr 


Trencher?” 

“You must be a mind reader,” Herbert said ¢ quietly, 
Halstead saw the faint glistening of the moisture at 
the corners of his lips. 

“Just why would Stanley want to she Mavi tei 
son?” Halstead urged. 

“T couldn’t tell you that—not just why. If I only 
knew—but then, I don’t, Mr Halstead. I can guess 
But guessing doesn’t count in a case like this. I know 
that Stanley had been more or less a thorn j in my 
uncle’s side. The only thing concrete I have to go on is" 
that I once asked my uncle why in the name of heaven 
he allowed himself to be harassed by that parasite. 
Sumpter looked at me a long time before he answere red. 
Then he said, ‘If I told you “that, Herbert, three of us — 
would know about it. Two knowing about it is bad 
enough.’ ” | 

Halstead sat up quickly. “You’re wuitiins your 
uncle direct? That’s what your uncle said?” _ 

ag. 39 

“And you never got anything else out of him? Never. 
got him to tell you what he meant when he said that?” | 

“I tried. He simply would change the conversation 
very much annoyed. But P’ve seen him stare at Way- 
man Stanley a time or two in my life, and if. looks 
could kill a man, Wayman Stanley would have been 
dead a long time ago.” 

“Stanley,” Halstead suggested, “likes ? nis liquor?” 

“He loves it,” Trencher answered. They were on 
another curve and Trencher was rin the wheel. 
‘Too much.” 
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“Has he always drunk like that?” 

“a don’t know about always. I’ve known him since 
I was in high school and he’s been a steady drinkey 
since then. I remember we used to see him at football 
games and used to think he was quite a figure in his 
stylish clothes and just a little tipsy. Some of the 
fellows in high used to imitate him. Not just in fun. 
either. Some of them wanted to be dressy and drink 
like that.” 

Halstead let the matter drop there..He glanced at 
his watch again presently. Then Witchwood House 
loomed out of the lowering mists and in a moment they 
were beyond it, heading for the mountain. 

It was Herbert Trencher who at length broke the 
silence. They were on the last turn below Halstead’s 
cabin. : 

“Honestly, Mr Halstead, do you think Mr Bing 
will ever find out who did this thing? I mean I’d move 
heaven and earth to ie 

“Honestly,” Halstead answered, “I think Bing is 
on the way. Whether he’ll actually bring the guilty 
person to light—well, I wouldn’t want to say. I 
wouldn’t bet on it. I wouldn’t bet on anybody uncov- 
ering the murderer. ‘oo damned cleverly done and 
covered up. Too many women in it, too. Everybody 
seems to have had a good reason, and several had an 
opportunity after the hehts went out. But the water’s 
getting too deep if you ask me.” 

‘“You’re really working on the thing, aren’t you?” 
Herbert was slowing for the turn at the foot of Hal- 

= stead’s steps. 
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“Only incidentally. My main interest is m some- 
thing else. Maybe you can tell me about that, too.” 

‘About what?” ’ Herbert's foot was on the brake. 
“T’ll be glad 

“The money - man Landis was adel of 
getting,” Halstead interrupted. 

“Do yor think that poor old bookkeeper ever 

ot 
7 “T know he didn’t, Mr Halstead.” 

Halstead didn’t say anything. He turned very 
slowly in his seat and faced his driver. He pulled his 
hat down on his head, dead center, and screwed up 
his mouth. Then he gathered up his cigarettes and the 
small paper sack that contained his package of blades. 

“T suppose you know who actually got the money?” 
His question was casual and he wanted it to sound 
that way. 

“Not actually. But I’m almost positivs: = The 
young man seemed reluctant all at once to apenk 

“Who: p29 

“My—uncle.” Herbert Trencher slapped his palms 
together then glanced down at them. His teeth came 
over his underlip as 1f to keep from speaking further. 

“You know what you’re saying, Mr Trencher?” 
Halstead asked abruptly. 

“Quite well. Yes, I realize what I’m saying. And 
when the time comes I’ll gladly go to court or wherever 

necessary to clear up Lila’s father’s name. If it’s any 

















interest to you, Mr Halstead, I’ve been working on 
that, too.” a 
“Uhmmmm!” said Mr Halstead. He hugged his 


parcels to him. 
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“You got any definite evidence?” Halstead asked 
presently. 

“Nothing definite yet, but when I can get back to 
the office and get into things I’ll get evidence enough. 
I do know that Sidney Ware, my uncle’s associate 
and the nominal head of the mortgage company, has 
suspected Sumpter of something tricky all along. 
Perhaps it sounds fantastic, Mr Halstead, and I 
probably will have a hard time actually proving it 
since Sumpter is—dead.” 

He seemed near to tears as he paused. 

Halstead reflected for a moment. He was about to 
speak when he thought better of it. Then very sud- 
denly he opened the door of the coupé, stepped into 
the rain. 

“You’d better come up out of the damp. Sounds 
like you’re taking a cold,” Halstead murmured. “I 
won’t be long.” 

“Thanks, Mr Halstead. I don’t mind waiting here.” 

Halstead trudged up the stone steps. He had, at the 
moment, one prayer in his heart. He hoped sincerely 
that Mr Sidney Ware would not be difficult. But 
then, of course, such a hope was foolish. He just 
never had any luck. 













[XIV] 


Mr sIDNEY WARE was not only difficult, he was in an 
extremely ugly mood. Which was shocking to Mr 
Halstead. Mr Ware, up to this moment, had main- 
tained an air of quiet amusement, a surface polish 
that seemed completely without a flaw. When Mr 
Halstead encountered Mr Ware it was in the middle 
of that dismal afternoon and under very inauspicious 
circumstances. 

Halstead was quietly looking for Mr Ware when 
he nosed into the library. Quite unexpectedly he saw 
Mr Ware there. But the suave banking gentleman 
was not alone. He was seated on a deep leather divan. = 
Next to him Mr Wayman Stanley picked nervously at = 
his watch chain when he wasn’t buttoning and unbut- a 
toning his coat. And in front of the two Mr Lattimer 
Bing reared up on his heels and swelled out impor- 
tantly and failed to keep chagrin from his tone. ae 

When Mr Halstead entered upon this picture, Mr a 
Bing was saying: - 

“You may demand what you please, Mr Ware. You 
may threaten or wheedle or do anything else, br 
you or no one else is leaving this place until my 
investigation’s complete. And from where we stand _ 
now it’s anywhere but complete. I’ll have co-operation | 
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from you or we'll stay here the rest of the summer 
It’s up to you. What with everybody in the place 
trying to cover something or somebody up, ‘wad 
with e : : 

“I still maintain, Mr Bing, that I’ve nothing to — 
add to what I’ve already told you,” Mr Ware re- 
torted with certain fire. “There are some things, 
naturally, that I must hold in confidence. Some 
things in my business dealings with Doctor Martin- 
son e 

“Look here,” Mr Bing spouted. “Listen to what I 
have to say.” 

“T’m listening.”? Mr Ware’s smile came under the ~ 
head of nasty. 











“There’s a room adjoining Martinson’s,” Mr Bing 
said. | 
“We've gone over and over——” te: 


“We're going over it some more.” Mr Bing was 
adamant. “Shortly after lunch today Mr Stanley 
went into the murder room. He didn’t come out, A — 


deputy saw him tiptoeing in there, looking back over 


his shoulder as if afraid of something. Before the 


deputy could take a step, Mr Ware, he saw youcome > 
from your room in the main corridor and follow Mr 
Stanley into the murder room. Presently he went mn 
to see what the two of you were up to. The murder 
room was empty. But he heard your voices. He fol- 
lowed through a closet and discovered you and this . se 
man Stanley in the midst of a quarrel. Stanley’s 
hands indicated that he’d been searching through ie 





some dusty files or something. Are 
me what that quarrel was about?” 


you going to tell 
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“I’ve already told you,” Mr Ware rep 


: a He 







shrugged in exasperation. 


‘You've told me you were merely admo ishing 


Stanley for snooping.” 
“T’ve nothing to add 





mournfulls: apologetically in the door. 
think, Sheriff, we have company.” 

Mr Bing turned on his heels, his ceentl out, 
sharp little chin belligerent. 








The sheriff said, ‘Ah, Halstead. Bees wondering ‘ 


where you got to. ‘Tiserd you went to——” > 
“Can I come in?” Halstead asked plaintive LY 





“You've got the very gentlemen there I’ve been hoy : 


ing to get together.” 


“T’ve got them here for all the good it’s dali me.” oy : 





The sheriff's eyes flashed. “It you can ae ee 
out of them. . .” | | 


“Tm afraid, Mr Halstead,” Sidney 





discovered that Mr Stanley was in the doctor’s private 
storage room searching for something, and he is 
under the impression that I followed Mr Stanley and 
immediately quarreled with him. The sheriff, P’m 





sorry to say, seems to attach some significance to Mr 
Stanley’s movements and to mine. For the ife of me 


I can’t see what for. After all ft 





“YT wish I could explain to the sheriff, sae * - Istead _ 





said sadly, “that he is all wrong. I wish—— ’ 


“Dm sure the sheriff respeey eur epea 








” Ware broke off. Gla 1C- 
ing up through a mirror he saw Haisteg@ heserg'-| | 


<7 > ie 
= * at 
ee yA 


\ Ware naid 
suavely, “the sheriff doesn’t quite understand. He’ s 
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Here we are, virtually under arrest. I mean all of , 

held here when we ought to be about Oup fai 
and where is it getting anybody? Cer tainly ip, ete 
finding the perpetrator of this crime. Mr Bing heen 
done a thing toward apprehending this maid, thi, 
Millie Keever. I believe we should be released and A 
lowed to go home. None of us is going to run war 
I don’t think any of us is that foolish. Won you 
see what you can do about this, Mr Halstead2» 

“They’re hiding something, Halstead,” the sheriff 
barked. ““They’re guilty of something. I don’t know 
what it is. But ”? 

“I know what one of ’em’s guilty of,” Halstead 
said very quietly and he sensed the eyes of the two 
men on him. He was looking at Mr Bing. 

“What’s that, Halstead?” Mr Bing was at once 
at attention. 

Halstead didn’t answer the sheriff directly. He 
turned to Wayman Stanley. “You didn’t find what 
you went looking for in that chest of drawers?” he 
queried in the same tone he might have used to in- 
quire about the weather. 

Wayman Stanley started violently. “I—wasn’t 
looking for anything is 

“The drawer—the top one—had the bank state 
ments and a lot of canceled checks in it,” Halstead 
offered. “You could just reach in iy 

“Halstead !” The sheriff’s little fists closed. “What 
is this? What do you know about “a 

“Let’s see if Mr Stanley wants to tell us why the 
doctor gave him something like four or five hundred 
dollars a month. Sometimes even more.”” Halstead 
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cazed mistily at the dapper little man with the puffy 
> * 


rv rate a lie,” Mr Stanley screamed. ‘*He never i 
“Qh yes, he did,” Mr Halstead contradicted. “I 
happen to have in my possession right now a sheaf of 
checks, a bank statement and a bank record from 
our own bank, Mr Stanley.” 
“Don’t talk in riddles, Halstead,” the sheriff 
blurted. “My God! If you know something a 
“[’m trying to tell you,” Halstead answered wear- 
ily. “I’m trying to make it so Stanley will tell you, 
too.” 
“But what’s this about checks and bank statements 
99 
an vere.” Halstead reached into his hip pocket 
and brought out the packet. He handed it over to the 
sheriff. “You can check it yourself. You’ll see that 
on certain dates the doctor drew out in cash some 
extra large sums of money. Two hundred and three 
hundred at a time. He drew the checks himself and 
cashed ’em himself.” 
“But where did you find out 
“In a case like this, Mr Bing,” Halstead explained 
patiently, “it’s been my experience that the first 
thing almost any suspect or witness starts to do is to 
lie like hell. Lie about what they did at the time of 
the murder, and what they said, and their relations 
with the victim. I’ve learned it’s best to let °em go on 
and le. If you wait long enough you'll trip ’em. If 


you've got the time and the patience you'll get a 
break—maybe.” 
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“Halstead !” Sheriff Bing strode over to that lanky 
gentleman, “Please say it so it makes sense.” 

“Well, I’m trying to, Pll say it this way. Last night 
and this morning we asked seven or eight different 
people about where they were and what they did 
from before the cock crowed until the body of Mar- 
tinson was discovered. With one or two exceptions 
they all started to lie.” 

“Halstead, do you mean to say that ia 

“T can’t say anything if you don’t quit interrupt- 
ing me,” Halstead moaned. ‘“This is a pretty terrible 
mess, this case, and with everybody lying—well, I 
suspected nobody wanted to tell the truth, so I 
started keeping both eyes open. Something somebody 
said about being in the hall just after the fatal shot 
was fired made me suspicious as hell. If that person 
was in the hall at that instant why didn’t she see the 
murderer ? 

“The murderer must ’ve got out some other way. 
I found the storage room and I found half the 
guests in the house knew about it and wanted to get 
into it for one reason or another ps 

“Halstead!” Mr Bing was rocking violently. “Do 
you know what you’re saying? Do you realize that 
you’ve been concealing evidence? Do you know 
that you’re guilty of a very serious offense, to say 
nothing of ——_” 

“Oh no, Sheriff!” Halstead shook his head slowly. 
“If Pd wanted to conceal anything I wouldn’t be 
trying to tell you now what I’ve uncovered.” 

“AM right, Halstead. All right! Tell it! Tell it!” 

“I found the storage room. I found a chest broken 











engin 
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| open. I thought Pd take a look at the contents. I got 
out this packet of checks. Once in a great while you 
can learn something from a murder victim’s bank 
account, Not that I expected these checks to mean 
anything. But we got a break there, Sheriff. I didn’t 
ect a chance to examine the checks until I wag at my 
eabin shaving, just a half hour or go ago. I got 
curious about those large amounts drawn at regular 
intervals. I was also curious about Mr Stanley because 
I heard that he had no means of support, and I think 
Mr Ware can tell you it’s generally considered that 
Stanley’s been doing a little job of blackmail !”? 
“That’s a le! Stanley cried, jumping to his feet 
and fidgeting about while he flopped his arms like a 
bantam cock. “You can’t prove anything like that. 
I’ve had some investments e 
“I’m not going to try to prove it,” Halstead an- 
swered. “It’s up to Mr Bing to prove whatever he 
wants to prove. ‘The fact is that I called the Valley 
National Bank in town just a few minutes ago. ’m 





‘ atraid, Mr Bing, I used your name. I wanted to in- 
) quire 1f Mr Stanley had an account there. I didn’t 
i : expect to get any satisfaction, but there was an ac- 


count and the man on the other end was pretty nice 
to talk to. He got Stanley’s deposits and they checked 
accurately with these withdrawals of the doctor’s. 
“Now you, Mr Bing, can find out from Stanley 
why the doctor was so lavish with him. You want to 
look for motive. Well ° Halstead shrugged 
louder than words and turned to the gasping Ware 
who, for once, had seemed to lose his William Powel] 
poise. Mr Ware was staring at Halstead intently. 
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“So that’s how it is,”? Mr Bing said, and his inflec- 
tion wasn’t nice. He glared at the shaken dainty gen- 
tleman. Mr Stanley was wetting his lips and darting 
his glances about like a rat looking for a corner to 
get out of. 
“So that’s how it is,’ Mr Bing repeated. *’The doc- 
tor got through paying and threatened to expose 
you. You got the gun and hid it in that plunder room 
and at the first opportunity, knowing the storm sooner 
or later would put the lights out, you got the doctor 
to his room and let him have it. You got the gun 
back to the game room then suddenly appeared among 
the guests, acting drunk - 
“T tell you I didn’t,” Wayman Stanley cried. He 
laid a hand on the sheriff’s sleeve. “I had no more 
reason to kill him than Ware. Ask Ware why he fol- 
lowed the doctor into the hall immediately after the 
cock crowed and the lights failed. Ask Ware——” 
“Now, Wayman!” Mr Sidney Ware exclaimed. 
“Just a minute! Don’t go imagining anything that 
you can’t back up. I’m afraid, Mr Bing, you’ve up- | 
set i : 
| 








“Nobody’s upset,” Stanley barked back. “I know 
what I’m talking about, Ware. And you know I 
know. How about Lila Landis and the embezzlement 
her father’s accused of? You know that girl’s father 
was no more involved in that than the sheriff here is | 
involved. You know that I know too much about you | 
and Sumpter Martinson and your tricky dealings, | 
and you know if I talk ss 

“The man is mad,” Sidney Ware broke in. “For 
God’s sake, Halstead, you’ve certainly started some- 
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thing: This terrible tragedy isn’t enough. You’ve got 
and—— 

” Eutaybe it °d be better if we all sat down nice and 

calm,” Halstead offered. “T don’t Say Wayman Stan- 

ley killed the doctor. I say he had motive and oppor- 

tunity Just as You had, Mr Ware.” 

“J? Motive?” Mr Ware’s shoulder motion was 
eloquent. «After all, Mr Halstead, to murder a man 
in cold bloodA——" . 

“Oh, I’m not saying you did it, understand.” Hal- 
stead perched himself on a chair arm. His hand fished 
-, his pocket for one of his loose cigarettes and 
prought out but half of one. He tossed it away in dis- 
gust and got another. 


» * 





“Yes,” Mr Bing said. “Let's sit down calmly. Let’s 


talk this over. Let’s let murder be done without any- 


hody getting excited about it. ’m just the county 
peace officer. Don’t mind me. I’ve got a duty to per- - 


form but that doesn’t matter. Just sit down 
quietly 7 





“You want to hear what Mr Ware has to say,don’t : 


your” Halstead asked Sheriff Bing. “You got to get OS. 


his statement. He lied about his whereabouts la 
night. He’s going to tell the truth now.” 2 

“I beg your pardon, Mr Halstead, I have not lied. 
Mr Ware was emphatic. po: 

“You said you didn’t leave the living room,” F al- 
stead countered. “You said you were looking for a 
friend of yours when the lights went out. Mr Ware, 
you had some trouble with the doctor over this maid, 
this Millie Keever, last week. Isn’t that right?” 


Mr Ware actually whitened. For a moment he was 
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off balance. Then he replied with soothin 
tones: “T wouldn’t call it trouble.” 

“You also figured the doctor pulled a fast one 
about this shortage that was charged to old man 
Landis,” Halstead accused. “You hopped the doctor 
about that?” 

“IT have nothing to say on that score one way or 
another. ?’m inclined to accept the auditors’ report 
on the matter.” 

“Didn’t you and Martinson have some words again 
last night during the course of the party?” Halstead 
followed up—not without a sense of shame. It wasn’t 
right to come right out and bait a man deliberately. 
He shot a side glance at the bewildered sheriff. 

“T had no words with Doctor Martinson that 
weren’t pleasant,” Mr Ware retorted. “And if you 
think, Mr Halstead, that you’re going to involve me 
in this tragedy you’re very much mistaken. My con- 
duct, my personal affairs, and my business affairs will 
stand the strictest investigation. I did not always 
agree with the doctor. We didn’t always see eye to 
eye. And I admit I’ve crossed him a time or two and 
kept him from doing some things he wanted to do, 
making some ventures. But you'll not find, nor will 
you make me admit, anything out of the way. 

“T think, now, I’ve had enough of this nonsense. I 
shall expect to leave for town no later than tomor- 
row morning. If I can’t walk out of here I shall see 
what my attorney says about it. This whole investiga- 
tion is taking on something of the ridiculous. I as- 
sume, gentlemen, that there isn’t anything more for 
me to say.” 


g oil in hia 
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Halstead rose as Sidney Ware got to his feet. Hal- 
stead rubbed his nose gloomily and glanced at Mr 
Bing. “If that’s the way they feel about it, Sheriff,” 
he said quietly, “it might be that you'll have to per- 
suade °em one way or another. You can keep those can- 
celed checks and that statement. I haven’t any fur- 
ther use for ’em. I’ve got to run along now. .. .” 

Halstead paused at the door, the sheriff staring 
after him. Sidney Ware had followed halfway across 
the room. Mr. Bing was puffed up and defiant. 

“T’ll persuade ’em,” he threatened. “Tl show ’em 
whether they’ll talk or whether they won’t. Mr Ware, 
if I have to hold you as a material witness and stick 
you in the county jail, I'll do it. I'll make you talk 
all right. So if you want to avoid any unpleasant- 
ness... 

Halstead left on that note. He waited in the hall a 
moment and watched the library door. No one came 
out. 

He smiled briefly, a wan, tired smile, then saucbaball 
the back of his hand. Lila Landis, coming from the 
living room, paused a second, then ran up to him. 

“Now shed have you ‘ian up to?” she demanded. 
“You look very pleased with yourself. I think you al- 
most smiled just now.’ 

“Where’s Rud?” he asked in return. 

“He had to go to the barn for something. Why 
what is it now?” 

“Nothing,” Halstead said quietly. “Did they give | 
him a bad time of it? The sheriff and the boys?” 

“They tried to make him sign something. They 
thought they had an ironbound case against him, 
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Then they worked on me. I never want to go thronot 
anything like that again as long as I live”  ” 
“What ’d they want you to say?” 
“They tried to make me admit that the doeta» 





had attacked me and that Rud had attacked the doe. a 


tor and that a bitter quarrel ensued.” 
“You didn’t admit it?” sae 
“No.” Her lips were compressed, her gray-green 

eyes lustrous. 
“How ’d they find out about that scene by the 


springhouse?” Halstead didn’t show the sudden __ 





sense of alarm and disquiet that ran through him, 


“Who told Bing about you and Rud and what hap- : 


93 





pened or 


“Somebody in this house, that’s all I know,” Lila - 


replied soberly. “I wish I knew. Because whoever it 


was must be the murderer—must be the person who 


stood down there in the thicket yesterday afternoon 


when Rud made that foolish statement about the _ 


shotgun.” 


“Bing wasn’t guessing?” Halstead asked after a : 


long throaty rumble. 


“T don’t think so. He asked me the question point : a 
blank—asked me if it wasn’t true that Rud had _~ 


quarreled with Doctor Martinson about me and | 
had made the statement that he could blow off the | 
doctor’s head, with a shotgun.” cs 

“That’s not so good either. You kept your mouth _ 
shut?” Halstead looked pained. | 


“Yes. I had no way of knowing what R a : S 
mitted, but I wouldn’t tell them. [ somabore sae iee wee 


that Rud hadn’t admitted anything either.» 
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“Plow ’d they happen to let up on you?” 

“J don’t know. It was very sudden. Mr Bing had 
me in the lounge and I don’t know where they had 
Rud. They kept asking me the same thing over and 
over and they had a strong light turned into my eyes. | 
They were just about to wear me down when a knock 
came at the door and one of the deputies entered and 
whispered something to Mr Bing. He seemed very 
excited. I caught the mention of Wayman Stanley’s 
name. They all went out in the hall then and left me 
alone for a moment. 

“Finally one of the sheriff’s men came back and 
said I was free to go. He said they wouldn’t want me _ 
for a while yet. I got myself together and went out 
and tried to find Rud. But Mrs Betts told me he’d 
gone to the barn to see about the afternoon chores, 
the milking and such things. I didn’t think it would | 
look right for me to run out to him right away. Pve | 
been hoping I could get to see him and find out just — 
what a 

“Don’t worry about Rud,” Halstead said with as- 
surance. “Unless I’m all wet Mr Bing’s got enough 
to weigh down his mind for hours and hours to 
come.” 

“You mean he suspects somebody else?” “ 

“Tf he doesn’t, it’s not my fault. I did my best to 
play ball with him.” Halstead glanced toward the 
closed library door. “Look here, Lila! How often was 
Ware in the habit of coming here?” 

“Two or three times a week since I’ve been here.’ 

“Has he ever discussed with you anything about his 


affairs with the doctor ?”’ 
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“No, nothing at all. He was always ton ip 
ing the charm on oni Sli = | 

“Has he ever gone to your room to tell yo, 
anything, or to ask you anything ” ee mi 

“Sidney Waret Why no, Mr Halstead, I dx 
think—wait a minute. Yes, once. Just a fey yo’ 
hack he was here for dinner. I d just finished dre a 
for dinner when he rapped at my door.” “8 

“What did he want?” oS 

“Nothing more than to ask me if I'd care to oto, 
country-club dance.” es oS 

Halstead frowned down at his long fingers, He 
brought his lips against his teeth and straighteneg 
them out again. “That’s funny,” he said. eee 

“What?” 

“Why he had to come to your room to ask you that. _ 
You didn’t think anything about it at the time?” 

“No, I didn’t. I know I laughed and told him hoy _ 
impossible it was for me to get away from my job. He 
didn’t come into my room. He merely stood there jn _ 
the door. Nor did I invite him in.” a 

“What night was that?” Halstead quizzed, still 
frowning. 

“Wednesday.” 

“The same day that business down by the spring- 
house happened,” Halstead mused. “Who else was 
here that evening p” “eter | 

“Herbert and Mrs Temple 1 | 
of the young ladies that vas bere inode Zh 


“Did Herbert pass 
, your roo : 
before you came down to dienes look in on you 
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“Yes, he came along the passage just after Sidney 
had left. He stood in the door and paid me a compli- 
ment on my dress.” 

‘He knew about your father, didn’t he?” Halstead 
followed up. “I mean he didn’t think your father got _ 
that money, did her” 

‘He's certain that Dad is innocent,” Lila answered. 

“He told you that on Wednesday evening?” 


“J think he reiterated it. He even intimated that _ = 
he knew almost for a certainty what had happened 


about the money, but he wouldn’t go into details. — 
In fact, he wouldn’t tell me anything other than that 
he was going to help me clear it up.” 


“He told you this at your door?” Halstead pressed. _ : 


“Or did he come inside the room to tell your” 


“JT don’t remember. He may have stepped just In- cS 


side. I don’t think so. I know I told him I was grate- . 
ful to him for his belief in Dad and me.” ee 

“The doctor, you said,” Halstead murmured, “was 
drunk that Wednesday afternoon when he—came up _ | 
to you by the springhouse.” eet 





“Hed been drinking. He was rather effusive and Bee 


29 





boisterous and 5 

“Tow about at dinner? Did he seem unsettled by S 
the rough handling Rud had given him?” | es 

“No, he seemed in very bright spirits. He did most — 
of the talking as he usually did when he was more or _ 
less tight. Once or twice I thought he shot rather a 
thrust at Sidney Ware about something. A little dig, 
you know.” 


“T don’t know. I wish I did, but I suppose one 
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shouldn't expect everything, It Was ® normal dinner 
No bitterness, nothing immediately afterward that 
seemed out of order?” 

“Nothing that I can recall. There were six of ils, 
and we played monopoly for about three hours” 
Lila’s brows knitted. “You seem greatly concerned 
about Wednesday night. You really think that was 
the beginning of the thing that happened last night” 

“What I think and what I actually know are two 
different things,” Halstead moaned. “If just one 
little incident had happened Wednesday night I 
could answer your question now and probably intro- 
duce you to the person who shot the good doctor.” 

“What do you think happened?” Lila queried 
anxiously. “What is it you wanted to happen?” 

“Something that couldn’t very well take place 
around a monopoly board,” Halstead enigmatically 
replied. 

Lila came closer and placed her hands on his sleeve. 
She lowered her voice and said, ““Tell me, are you close 
to anything—anything at all?” 

“Close,” Halstead replied, “like the two poles are 
close. All I’ve got so far, Lila, is a hunch and that’s 
not much in a case like this. Something concrete— 
that’s what I need. Something I can uncover and ex- 
plain. ’'m probably on the wrong track though. I 
usually have to stumble all over the place before I 
get my feet down on the right track.” 

He dug out a cigarette and picked the loose to- 


bacco from the tip. He lit it and sparks dribbled 
down his vest. 


“Youre about the most cheerful person I’ve ever 
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encountered,” Lila said. “I wouldn 


when you really got down in the 
thing.” 


‘t want to see you 


mouth about some- 


frre emai NN peer tetagme 


“Well, you can’t be cheerful when there’s nothing 


to be cheerful about. If the sheriff could find Millie 
that might clear things somewhat. I doubt it though. 
She probably got scared to death by something and 
just beat it back into the mountains somewhere. Or 
maybe she beat it even before the doctor was killed. 
Nobody saw her after the cock crowed—after she 
left Rud and the doctor in that east-wing entry and 
ran up the steps. All that poppycock of Stanley’s 


about a woman on a horse—I think he’s just putting | 


that on.” 


“But somebody did see her, somebody other than. 
Wayman Stanley,” Lila said in almost a whisper, “I 


didn’t know it until just a few minutes ago.” 
“Who saw her?” Halstead was instantly on the 

alert, although his expression didn’t change, 
“Tate Temple,” Lila answered. “She told me——” 
“When and where?” 








“You remember Kate said someone came tumbling | 


down the steps as she was going up just after that 
blinding flash of hghtning?” cies 
“Yes.” | 


“That was Millie. Kate didn’t see her distinctly, but. 


she did see the little white thing in Millie’s hair. The : 


maid’s cap.” ey. 
“She just told you this?” Halstead went over to 
the little table by the wall and demolished his ciga- 


rette in an ash tray. His face was a half inch longer. 
“I’ve just left her. She’s been worried to death 


206 BEFORE THE COCK cRrowrp 


about it—about not coming right out and telling the 
sheriff and you last night. But she couldn’ believe 
Millie had a hand in it and she didn’t want to drag 
anybody’s name in. Kate’s scared of the police—of 
the sheriff. She asked me what I thought she ought 
to do.” 

“What else did she tell you?” Halstead’s tone was 
quiet but his fingers were experiencing the slight 
tingle that meant he was beginning to get worked 
up. “Anything different than what she originally 
said?” 

‘Nothing different.” 

“Would she want to shoot Martinson?” Halstead 
asked after a pause. 

“Mr Halstead! Sometimes you amaze me. No, Kate 
—well, Kate could be called really one of his very few 
friends. I don’t think there was a thing she was alter 
him for. Nothing she wanted. I think she genuinely 
liked him for his good points and sort of felt a 
maternal pity for him in his weaknesses.” 

“Too bad,” Halstead mused. “That sort of breaks 
up the party. I thought they all had a reason. When 
you find one that hasn’t got a reason it’s not a se 
good sign. It just makes things harder. Maybe Vd 
better talk to her sort of quiet and gentlelike. She 
might break down and tell all and ‘“ 

“She’s lying down now,” Lila said. “Perhaps 
later.” 

“Look who’s coming.” Halstead’s eyes took in the 
majestic figure that moved across the main hall. “I 
might have some luck with her.” 

“Sarah,” Lila murmured. “To look at her you 





ols eee: 
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wouldn’t think the man she’d sacrifice anything for 
lay dead. You’re staying for dinner, aren’t you?” 

“Oh yes. I didn’t vide all those miles in that rattle- 
trap of 'T rencher’s in order to shave and then not 
join you at dinner.” 

“Tf you get a chance to see Rud before dinner——” 

“[?1l do my best,” Halstead promised. “Pont worry 
about anything.” He gave her a reassuring pat and 
turned to where Mrs Mordaunt was entermg the liv- 
ing room. He certainly hoped Mrs Mordaunt was in 
a pleasant frame of mind. Peele 



































[XV] 


DINNER THAT EVENING was a curiously dull and de- 
pressing affair. The undercurrent of repressed jitters 
was all the more apparent because of the hollow ef- 
forts of those assembled at that long table to appear 
unperturbed. 

Sarah Mordaunt, who had not been in a suitable 
frame of mind for Halstead’s questions and who had 
refused to be alarmed or frightened or even annoyed 
at his intimation that he knew of her search of that 
plunder room, presided over the table. Kate Temple 
was at Lila’s right, looking washed out and worn. 
Herbert Trencher was on her left, attentive and 
subdued, like someone who walked softly in the pres- 
ence of death. et 

Ellis Ormsby made small talk in his lazy, deep- 
chested drawl, addressing his remarks and observa- 
tions to Sidney Ware who seemed somehow stripped _ 
of his poise and calmness. Ware avoided Wayman | 
Stanley’s glances and that dainty, dapper, puffy-_ 
eyed man of middle years seemed highly pleased = 
with himself. He chatted at Marie Burton who quietly 
ignored him. 

Rud sat opposite Halstead, slightly white around 


the mouth, glancing now and then at Lila, attempting 
208 
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to give her some reassurance with his eyes. Halstead 
had not had the chance to talk to Rud before dinner 
was served. 

It was obviously Halstead’s presence that was 
responsible for the slightly restrained conversation. 
Lila went to some pains to be nice to him. The others 
tried to act as 1f he weren’t there at all—which didn’t 
bother Halstead any. He was enormously hungry and 
the food was excellent. Aap eee 

Everybody carefully avoided any mention of Dr 
Martinson’s death until Wayman Stanley, in a face- 
tious mood, remarked: 

“Herbert, since you seem to be the privileged 
character around here, allowed to come and go as you 
please, I’m afraid I’m going to have to send in by 
you and get some fresh clothes. That is, of course, if 
this impossible situation is going to drag out eed ‘ 
length of time. You wouldn’t mind, I’m sure.” | 

And Herbert, rather tersely, said, “I would n mind, 
greatly. You may have had my uncle just where you 
wanted him when you spoke, but——~” He broke off : 
and flushed and kept his eyes on his plate. — as 

Somebody gasped. Then Ellis Ormsby smacked his _ 
lips and said, “Herbert, you surprise me. Such spunk, oe 
and all of a sudden, Truly you surprise me." ee 

Sarah Mordaunt clear ed ner throat 5 














ions near + ithe end of the table 2 J E Tals ste ad f ms! 
turned on him, but he went on eating. Boe es er 
Sidney Ware said, “What Pd like ies know i is one 
how long they can get away with this.” 
“With what?” Ormsby drawled. 
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“Having us held here like prisoners. They won't 
even let the reporters in.” nee as 
“Reporters,” Mrs ‘Temple gasped. “That world 
just make it too perfect. Our names and pie “uved in 
the papers with a lot of innuendo. Don’t tell me? 
“Three deputies are keeping the news hounds at 
bay, down by the main gate,” Ware said. “Not thati 
like this, Fo 








relish the reporters either, But I don’t | 
simply 





detest having to be trailed and watched and Sa 


listened to, just because the law thinks one of te 


killed a man. It’s absolutely ridiculous.” pee ee 
“Murder, my dear Ware,” Ormsby retorted, “ig 


never ridiculous.” 






“But you’re a lawyer, Ellis. Isn’t there something = 
we can do to force Bing to end this siege, this mear- 





ceration?”’ 


“Mr Bing will allow us 
his fancy,” Ormsby said. 
allows a peace officer a free 
investigation.” 


“Cyiminal,” Kate Temple said sharply. 






hand in any criminal 





an ugly word. We—after all we’re not th 
not criminals.” 3 


“No?” Ellis Ormsby smacked his 
dear Kate, when someone takes another’s life, he or 
she is a criminal. Unless, of course, said killingisdone = 
in self-defense.” | Ae eee 
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“But that’s foolish,” Kate insisted. “He should = 
know—this Mr Bing or whatever his name is—-that = 
none of us would want to shoot Sumpter | Martinson.” oe 








“But he doesn’t know that,” Ormsby 


F Sygeat sees ear eG “eee ; Tress by $5 
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“And why are you so sure that none of us Ww oi eed 
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want to kill the doctor? Oh, I’m sorry, Sarah!” H 
smiled at Mrs Mordaunt whose eyes aie fixed ' 
him in icy admonition, “T forgot Mr Halstead’s ne 
ence for the moment.” He turned and bowed to Hal 
stead from his thick fat neck. “]’m likely to say al- 
most anything at any time, Mr Halstead. Please don’t 
use what I say against me.” 

“T’d appreciate a small amount of respect for my 
uncle,” Herbert Trencher said. “In death. at least.” 
He glared at the thick-bellied lawyer. | 

The conversation changed and settled down. and 
Mrs Betts fussily served the salad course and finally 
the dessert. 

It was a few minutes after eight when finally the 
meal was over and the chairs pushed back. Rud got 
Halstead’s signal and they both stood aside at the 
door for Lila to come up to them. 

Halstead saw Kate Temple whisper to Lila for a 
moment, Lila nodding now and then while the other — 


woman talked. Finally Lila joimed the two men and © 


they moved to the lounge, which, fortunately, offered _ 
them privacy. 7 

Rud gave Halstead a cigarette and Lila dropped _ 
into a deep chair. a 

Halstead said, “This Ormsby. He looked like he 
wanted some fireworks at the table. Is he always like 
that?” | ae 

“Once he took a saber from the game-room wall — 
during an electrical storm,” Lila said, “and held it to- _ 
wards the clouds and said, ‘Come on, God, and strike _ 
me. Yes, he’s always like that. What he said, Mr Hal- 
stead, was for your benefit. I think he wanted to get o 
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you started, ‘They all wanted to ask you things but 
none of them had the nerve to come right out with it. 
They wanted to get you to say something that might 
sive them an inkling as to where they stand.” 

~ “Well, where do they stand?” Halstead queried, 
“Where does any of us stand? How about you, Rud? 
Did Bing give you a hard time of it?” 

“Bing's an idiot,” Rud snapped. “He’s been to see 
movies of the police in action. I thought he was going 
to send for a piece of rubber hose.” ; 

“He got rough?” 

“No, but he was angry enough to get rough. He 
kept hammering about that shotgun shell, and he kept 
going on about that rooster crowing. Wanting to 
know where I was when the cock crowed.” | ; 

“I think you said you didn’t hear the cock,” Hal- 
stead said. | P hae 

“No, I didn’t hear it. My place is too far removed 
trom the carriage shed.” _ 

“What else developed at your inquisition P” 

“Nothing developed,” Rud answered. “They had 
some sort of statement they wanted me to sign, but I~ 
wouldn’t sign anything. Bing was afraid of me, I “ 

think. He kept two men right there by me and they 
had their hands on their guns. He kept telling me that _ 
Lila had talked, and I could make it easier for both 
of us if I simply sat down and told him Just how every- 
thing happened.” 

“Did you say anything about escorting Millie to 
the house last night?” Halstead asked. 

“IT didn’t admit it, but Bing either knows it or hit it 
by a lucky guess. He blasted me with it. He made a 
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big point of me bringing Millie to the house, then 
sneaking in and getting the gun. Finally, after a 
couple of hours or more of that he left me with tt ose 
two deputies and disappeared. They wouldn’t let me 
move, wouldn’t even let me have a cigarette. 
“That must have been when Mr Bin g came for me,” 
Lila said. “I wanted to ask him where you wer eek 2 
but he tried to make me think you'd confessed tg — 
something because he said it would make it easier for _ 
both of us if I’d tell my side of it.” ee 
“How long after Bing left you until the é de puties — 
let you go?” Halstead queried. He was staring _ 
blankly into the black fireplace. Oe 
“It wasn’t long. It came very suddenly. Somebody 
called the deputies out of the room and they had ahur- — 
ried conversation. One of ’em came back and curtly 
told me that ’d be all for the time, but to n make no _ 
effort to leave the place. I had my work to lod cafter, — 
so I don’t know what they did after that. I don’t think a 
they’ve been watching me.” a 
“Rud,” Halstead said abruptly, dropping k } is Voice, _ 
“think back to last Wednesday night. The « he hey oe 
and the doctor mixed it.”? ee 
“Yes. That was the beginning of Se oe 
“'That’s what I think, too,” Halstead inter ‘upted. 
“The beginning of mvarder. ‘our quarter Rud, are 
on the front of that tenant house?” : 2 
“From your windows you can look aere “a the gar- 
den to the east wing of this place and see part of the — 
front of 1tP” ae oe es 
“Very little of the front,” Rud answered. E Us eyes — 
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were quizzical as he watched Halstead’s a 
tures. “What makes you think so?” 

“What time did you go to bed Wednesday night» 
Halstead countered. 

“Let me see.” Rud frowned down at his hands, «Tf; 
was late. I don’t remember the hour, I usually reaq 
until all hours.” 

“Could you see or hear cars coming and going late 
in the night?” : 

“Pve heard them, yes. On very still nights. But not 
ordinarily. I mean I wouldn’t pay any attention to 
cars coming or going here. The way Martinson enter- 
tained and the visitors he was always having—any- 
how, I never had contact with him socially. Never 
met his guests, didn’t know a thing about what was 
happening in the house other than what Lila told me.” 

“So nothing happened Wednesday night that you 
heard or saw that struck you as odd?” 

“Lord, no. I was a little worried about Lila after 
what had happened down there by the springhouse 
trellis—with the doctor, you know. I thought about — 
her a lot and wondered how she was making out at 
dinner. If you’d give me some idea of what you think 
happened Wednesday night >? 


| oe kept asking me that, too,” Lila said anx- 
1ously. 

“Well,” Halstead muttered, “I°ll tel] you. This 
young Smith, this electrician and 
working here.” 

“What about Smith 
ened. 

““T had a little chat with him this 








mechanic you’ve got 
” Rud’s puzzled frown deep- 


afternoon after I 
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got back from my cabin,” Halstead explained. “I saw 
him out there at the barn tinkering with a tractor and 
I just assumed he was Smith. I started to talk about 
things in general and pretty soon I got around to ask- 
ing him some questions, And it seems something hap- 
pened here Wednesday night he couldn’t figure out. 
Sometime after midnight the doctor had a visitor. 
Somebody in his room.” 

‘Good Lord,” Rud said. He shot a glance at Lila. 

“Lila, what time did the guests leave?” Halstead 
asked. 

“Early,” Lila said breathlessly. “It couldn’t have 
been more than eleven-thirty.” 

‘‘None remained?” 

“No. I don’t understand a 

“You went right up to bed?” 

“Yes, I locked my door and retired.” 

“You didn’t hear a car come up the drive?” 

“After I got in bed, you mean? No, I heard none, 
and I stayed awake quite some time.” 

“And you, Rud,” Halstead turned. “You can’t re- 
member hearing a car after midnight?” 

“*No—what- You’ve got me all jittery si 

“Young Smith, your mechanic, had been over the 
hill to see a girl,” Halstead said. “He was coming back 
about half-past twelve when he saw lights in the doc- 
tor’s front windows. The shades were drawn but he 
saw two figures against the shades. Both men. One he 
was sure was the doctor because of his bulk. The other 
he couldn’t tell about.” 

“A man with the doctor!” Lila had come up to her 
knees in the deep chair, staring. 
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tTNha« Te Sea ee : o 
There should ’ve been no men in the house aside 





from the doctor,” Halstead went on, “after the Aue 
guests left. Yet a man was here, and that man dive 





come in a car because young Smith saw no car im 





the drive when he came up. And I can’t find anybody 





else who saw a car. 


“So the question is, who was in Martinson’s room we 
at half-past twelve Wednesday night? Smith sayshe 
saw the doctor’s shadow waving its arms like he was 
gesturing violently. The doctor was walking up and 
down, so there must have been some sort of quarrel.” 

“Tt beats me,” Rud admitted. “First inklimg ve | 











<7, 
* 


had of anything like that. Could it be, Lila, that the 





doctor brought someone home with him—someone he __ 


might have hidden upstairs for some reason or other? 


“How could he?” Lila answered. “He came homem | 





the middle of the afternoon. No. This sort of frightens © 
me. Makes me wonder what pe oe ee 
“There’s nothing to be frightened about,” Hal- 


stead assured her. “And maybe Smith’s all wrong- 





Maybe he had a drink or something. Only I don’t , _ 


think so. I think rather that if I could find out who 





stood in that room with Martinson .. .” He shrugged ae 


and turned away. 


Rud followed him a step. “You’d have the killer,” = 


Rud said tensely. 

_ But why even think about it?” Halstead answered 
gloomily. “Only two men know who was there and 
i tate One of ’em’s dead. The other won’t 


Rud said suddenly, “fyo] ; 
widened and his fists clenched, sfoses !? And his — ) 
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“What is it?” Lila cried. OS ee 

Halstead merely glanced up. There was no i. 

his melancholy eyes. oe 
“Another fine spot for me,” Rud said, lower erin ite 













be likely to waylay Martinson in his room at bres oe ~ on 
of night.” oe 
“Tt wasn’t you?” Halstead asked. A ee 
Rud’s reply was a forced grin, then he sais — ee 
do you think?” COO 
“T think I’d hke to look over your quarters i in the 
tenant house,” Halstead answered. “That 3 1s u Pe 








will axe us. I might want to talk to Mr Sn ith Dees 












again.” ee 
Rud’s quarters consisted of two rooms. One chad 
been fixed up as a sort of sitting room and = a 
was a sleeping chamber. Some half -packed lluggace 
was scattered about, some books were on the floor, 
while others had been put into boxes. —i—i—t— 
But Halstead paid no attention 1 tO 2 the disore ee 
He was interested first in Rud’s window. He raised 
the shade high and stared out over the , varden. Off to 
the right in the dar kening mist was t he ‘ rard ner’s nee 
cottage with the hedge in front of it. The hedge also 
screened the porch of the tenant house. To the left 
of the tenant house, which faced west, was the sharp | 
hill of which Halstead had made partie lar note 
early in the afternoon. eee es oes 
Halstead saw that by standing in Rud’s extreme _ 
ra sitting-room window he had & be ane the 
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here what lights were in which windows of the gloomy, 
ivy-covered structure. You could see all over the gar 
den in daylight and you commanded the east-wing 
entry. Other than that the location told him nothing. 

“What's back of this house?” Halstead finally 
asked, through a frown. ‘Any barns or anything like 
that?” 

“The hogpen,” Rud answered. “A little removed 
and under the hill. If we get an east wind the odor is 
cnough to run you out of the place.” 

No dogs?” Halstend queried abruptly, ~~ thought 
I heard one bark when we left the east wing.” 

“Hounds,” Rud answered. “Plenty of them. ‘The 
kennel is behind this house and somewhat in the di- 
rection of the gardener’s cottage. What on earth 
would dogs have to do with this thing?” 

“Search me,” Halstead replied. “From where I 
stand I don’t know what on earth anybody or any- 
thing has had to do with it. If I ever stared right 
smack at a blank wall in this hectic life of mine, Par- 
rish, Pm staring at it now. And I’m the first one to 
admit it. Pm just as baffled as the sheriff, and that’s 


goin g some. You needn’t tell him I told you that, how- 
ever, 


— “Don’t fret about me telling him any more than I 
have to.” 


“Tf T hadnt take 
gloomily, “Dd Say 
this mans crime, [ 


n a liking to you,” Halstead said 
you were the number one boy in 
: m not sure, liking or no liking, but 
what you still are. Iivery possible motive and the best 


( it j 
’Pportunity of any one of those nine people who sat 
at dinner tonight.” 
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“Halstead! You’re not serious om 

‘"No, I never get serious. It doesn’t do me any 
good.” He summoned his brief, wistful smile. *Let’s 
have a look at Mr Smith.” 

The young mechanic lived down the hall and came 
promptly. He was red headed and freckled, and his 
front teeth were widely spaced which gave him a 
kiddish look. 

“Mr Smith,” Halstead said as the red head paused 
in the door, “‘when I spoke to you out there by the 
carriage shed this afternoon there was just one other 
thing I wanted to ask you I sure forgot about.” 

“Shoot, mister,” Mechanic Smith said. “Me? I 
don’t like this business. If anything I can tell you 
will help...” | 

Halstead nodded slowly. ““When Parrish got you 
out to look at the light plant last night, did you notice 
particularly what time 1t was?” 

“T was too sleepy to notice,” the mechanic grinned. 
“T was really poundin’ my ear when Rud shook me.” 

“Making up for the sleep you lost Wednesday 
night,’ Halstead commented. 

“Yeh, one night out a week is about all I can 
stand.” 

“How long were you working over the light plant 
when the lights came back on again?” Halstead 
pressed. He was roving around the room looking into 
the corners, not paying any attention to the mechanic. ; 

“Not more’n a half-hour,’ Smith answered. 
“Maybe even less.” os 

“What did you discover at the plant? 

“J didn’t discover anything. I | I 
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and the wires and poked around here and there and ee 


pretty soon I got juice. It’s always that way. Evers 








storm we have where there’s lots of lightn ing th a 
old plant fails dead. I’ve tried to fix ’er up, but she 
just won’t fix. Pve told the doctor we ought to haye ae 





a lot of new parts but you might as well tell Santa 





Claus for all the good it ’d do you. One of these days 
that plant’s goin’ to quit and stay quit.” 
“Pretty bad shape, eh?” 
“Worse ’n that.” ee 
“Who installed the thing? Anybody around here?®™ 


“It was an experiment. Some guys from the state 
university harnessed the flow of the stream down oo 
there and built a dam and put that plant in. Fifteen — ee 
years ago, I reckon. I know nothin’s ever been done 





to it. The doctor just sort of expected it to go on os 
and on without repairs.” Se 
“If anybody ’d tampered with it, Smith, you’d have — 
known it?” ee 
‘“Nobody’s tampered with that thing,” Smith re | 
plied earnestly. “Besides, the building’s kept locked 


and the key—I got the only key I know about. Nosir, _ ee 


mister, that plant’s just no good, and now that the 
doctor’s gone I can speak out loud about it. Y’see it 
was a sort of pet of his.” 

“You’re still certain, Smith, that you didn’t see any 
car in the drive when you came up Wednesday night 
about half-past twelve?” 

“Oh yes. That’s what made me wonder. Seein? 
somebody up with the doctor, well, I thought it was 
one of his friends, only the way he was wavine his 
arms, that didn’t look right to me.” . 


BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 221 


“Tf any dogs would ’ve started a commotion that 
night you'd have heard it, wouldn’t you, Smith?” 
“Well, I s’pose I would. I didn’t hear anything 
though.” 
“I don’t understand what all this dog business 
means,’ Rud objected. ““Why the sudden interest in 
dogs, Halstead?” 


“It isn’t sudden,” Halstead replied and would say 
no more on that score. 


He asked Smith a few more questions, then dis- __ S 


missed that eager-eyed young man who appeared to 
be certain that something exciting was in the air 
which he didn’t want to miss. He retired somewhat 
reluctantly. | 

“Are you camping here tonight?” Halstead in- 
quired of Rud when they were again by themselves. 
He lt a cigarette and started for the door. 

“T might as well,’? Rud answered. “Nobody stopped 
me from coming over. All my things are here and Pm 
used to this bed. Don’t you want to sit and talk a 
little?” 








‘Nice night for a walk. Milky fog coming > dowd ¥ ‘ant 
see your hand before you. Think Vl get a little ain” 
He opened the door to the hall. 
“Perhaps,” Rud said, “I ought to go back @ 
there to see that Lila’s all right. ’'d hate for 
“She’s all right. Just you don’t act too a 2 


















about her. Don’t let Mr Bing start getting notions. = 
Sleep tight. Maybe by morning there ll be some _— ee 






of Millie. When they find her . 


Halstead went out. He paused by the hedge and ies 


~~ =" ” .. _— — a, o 
ps 
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‘ held out his hand. He could make out the blur of it. 
| Thick, all right. Somewhere beyond him was that 
q sharp little hill. He was curious as to what lay behind 
this house, too. 

4 He glanced toward the main house but the fog now 
was so heavy that any lights which might have been 
visible were entirely obscured. With the fog was a 
| great oppressive silence. 

| Turning with the hedge, making out the angle of 
ri the tenant house, Halstead felt his way along what 
seemed to be a path. Now and then he heard the low 
grunt of one of the hogs in the pen under the hill. 
How far away that pen might be he couldn’t guess. 
Sounds in this stillness were deceiving. 

He left the looming shadow of the house and dis- 
covered a fence. He got close to it and took another 
dozen steps, one hand on the top rail. The ground was 
rough under his feet and once he stepped into mud 
well over his soles. 

‘ The suddenness with which a hound bellowed almost 
’ at his side froze him. He clutched the rail and swal- 
lowed. Instantly the baying was taken up by other 
voices. There were barks and yelps and whines. 
Halstead mumbled a muffled curse, backed away 
from the fence, turned and picked his way in the 
direction of the house. And presently the bedlam in 
the kennels subsided with only an occasional mutter- 
: ing. 
Fe hadn’t wanted exactly that sort of reception. 
| But he had asked for it, he told himself severely. 
Walking into strange dogs that way, it was a wonder 
one of them hadn’t set upon him. He should have 
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asked Rud how far the kennel was located from the 
edge of the house, Not that it made any difference 
now. 

Halstead almost walked into the hedge. He stepped 
hack and blinked and tried to find his path again. He 
caw he was returning in a slightly different way be- 
eause the shadow of the tenant house was farther 
away from him. He decided to follow the hedge and 
get into the garden that way. Sooner or later he 
would come to a break in the shrubbery, and then get- 
ting across the garden would be simple. He hadn’t 
realized a fog could fool him this way. 

Was that a step behind him? 

He pressed against the hedge. Most certainly he — 
had heard gravel under a cautious foot. Needles of — 
ice touched the back of his neck disquietingly. His — 
ears were strained but the sound was not repeated. — 
Someone coming very stealthily, if deed it was any~ a 
one at all. Le 

He had lifted a foot to move on when he heard the | 
sound again and unconsciously his long fingers closed — 
over a twig. No uncertainty now. He put his foot. : 
down very cautiously, crouched closer under the 
hedge. S 
A figure was looming in the thickness. Nothing Se 
tinct, nothing you could recognize. But a figure 
moving with a kind of ghostly silence, a shapeless blur 
like an image in a camera out of focus. Nearer and — 
nearer, eee 

Halstead felt a sharp constriction in his th oat. 
Was this thing following him? His eyes were nar- ; 
rowed with a strained intentness. ge 
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Then he made out the long cloak. A woman—a 
woman In a rain cape. He could distinguish the rustle 
of it. She knew where she was going. Nothing hesi- 
tant about her movements. Someone who knew the 
garden, the hedge, the graveled walk... 

Lila Landis bent on seeing Rud regardless of the 
danger? No, not Lila! Lila wouldn’t be coming from 
the tenant house. 

The figure passed within two yards of him, and he 
held his breath. The fog was too intense for him to 
distinguish features. 

Marie Burton, Sarah Mordaunt, Kate Temple? 
What mission would bring either of those three in 
this misty shroud. 

His uneasiness grew. There was only one way to 
find out. If he could keep the shape in sight, follow 
it to its destination, and then upon learning its iden- 
tity confront the person with a casual query -- - 

Halstead kept the blur in focus. He moved out 
from under the hedge with one hand before him. They 
must be going toward the garden. The hedge was 
close. No nimbus through the fog indicated where the 
lights of the big house were. 

He moved up on the figure when it seemed to hes1- 
tate for just an instant. Then he saw it turn sharply 
to the left, proceed. He couldn’t gauge exactly where 
that turn was but so far his feet had remained in the 
path. 





‘hen, when he was no more than a yard behind the 
figure, it happened. He crashed into a low bush nm 


attempting to make his turn. An ejaculation that was 
disastrously involuntary escaped him. He pitched 
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headlong and thrust his hands out in front of him. His 
ears were full of the tremendous noise he made in this 
milky stillness. 

The cry from the dim shape was a woman’s cry of 
quick panic. Halstead saw the specter waver, half 
turn. He tried to get to his feet quickly but the 
woman vanished. He could hear her charge away from 
him, and then there was no sound as the fog swallowed 
her. 

He rose and mumbled something uncomplimentary 
about his personal grace. Having broken his fall with 
his hands he had plunged them into a puddle of mud 
and water. How he had happened to keep the rest of 
him from sprawling in the mud he didn’t know. He 


wiped his hands on the grass then took his handker- = 
chief and removed the worst of the mess. Whathesaid = 


to himself could not be repeated. ae 
He stared about him glumly. Who else in all this 


world could get in any worse spots? If 1t wasn’t one oe 


thing with him it was another. He had something al- | } 





most within his grasp, and then he had to kick it ut ae 


away. 








Well, he’d find out which of those women had been ue a 


out in the fog if it took him the whole blessed r night. = 
He’d find out if he had to keep them up and wear 





them down one by one. He’d find out why, too. 





Decidedly vexed and bitterly dejected, Mr | Hal- : : 
stead felt and stumbled his uncertain way py ‘2 








long last a yellowish blur in the fog indicated a7 se ee , 
ede door. 





dow and he found, with a sigh, the east-wu 


[XVI] 


Lita LANDIs was the only one of the ladies in sight SS 


when Halstead, after going to his room and washing 
his hands, came back downstairs. Lila was curled up 
in the lounge with a book open in her lap, and Her- 


bert Trencher was making a forced effort to keepa __ ae 


conversation alive. 3 

Halstead nodded and mumbled his greeting and 
went to the brown box for a cigarette. A sharp glance 
at Lila’s feet told him those shoes had not been on that 
path. His own had been hastily wiped off, and he 


hadn’t done a very good job of it. His shoulders were 


damp from the mist and he was afflicted generally 
with a miserable chill. 

Herbert said, “Maybe you’re in a better frame of 
mind, Mr Halstead, than the rest of them here. No- 
body wants to talk, nobody wants to do anything.” 
He glanced at Lila who yawned slightly. 

“Dm completely fagged out,” Lila said. “I ought 
to go up, I suppose, but somehow I can’t bring myself 
to it. I’ve had the oddest feeling all evening i 

“Odd feeling?” Halstead squinted one eye pain- 
fully. “Here, Lila. None of that. When women begin 


to have odd feelings about things—well, I don’t like 
it. Where is everybody ?” 


LL6 
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He didn’t want to intimate anything about what 
he'd seen. He didn’t want anybody to know it had 
been he who had crashed around in that shrubbery — 
like a bull plunging through a thicket. He had con- 
siderable pride, and his nerformancs shadownig a 
stealthy lady certainly wasn’t credible. 


«| haven’t seen any of them,” Lila sai id “No ee 








I thought you were only to be gone a mona or bie a 
“Kate ‘Temple and Wayman Stanley,” Trencher 2 





said, “are engaging Marie Burton and Ellis — : ae 
in a game of bridge. I think it just started. Marie oe 
asked me to get into it but I didn’t feel up to it. I eee 





ought to be home in bed instead of out here? 


~ “You look like you didn’t feel so hot,” Halstead ls 
commented sourly. “I don’t feel so hot either. Maybe 
that’s where I ought to be—home in bed.” He gt 
a match and lit the cigarette which, as usual, had the ee 










fire only on one side. “You say that game just : 
started?” Be 


“Yes, they’re all so bored with one another. theyre ee 







got to do something. ”? Herbert coughed slig htl y wet 


party here within my memory where I ea ie 


ph ne cm ae ane ee table in _ 1€ | ple a 










I hope 


casually. pee © 
“You mean Sarah?” Herbert made a lit tle smile, 

“The last I saw her she was looking over some books S 

in the library.” Pe ee 


“Where’s ‘the grand dame?” Halstead i interrup eee 
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“They didn’t ask her for bridge?” Halstead asked 
And he saw Lila close her book and sjt up. Re 
“Sarah’s not very fit company,” Herbert answered - 
“Never was as far as I’m concerned. What do you x 
make of her, Mr Halstead ?” Se ae 
“Lord, never ask me what I make of a wo nao = 
Halstead answered emphatically. “Too much of: a 
puzzle for the sort of mentality I possess.” ee 
“I suppose that includes me?” Lila demanded, ber oes 
gray-green eyes laughing. ee 
“Yes—and no. I think you’re honest. I mean po ee 
tell me things. These others won’t. This Sarah : a 
kind of lo oks down her nose and laughs at me insi¢ eo 
herself. I can almost hear her saying, “There’s a dut nb oe. 
cluck—a common cop who happened to hit it luc a 
and litt himself out of the environment of the flatfoc BOS ee 























mometer in my pocket the mercury would drop wes 
freezing from her glance. How long ago was she in ese 
library, Trencher?” en es 
“Oh, I don’t know. Five—ten minutes.” Herbea ee = a 
appeared to reflect. “I just came from there. Just ¢ a See 
minute before you came in.’ ae S 
“Are you a bridge player, Mr Halstead?” Lie 
asked suddenly. “Because if you are, perhaps I could 
get Sarah and Herbert to make up the four. Vd sort 
of like to see you in a game with Sarah. But if you 3 eS 
not interested oi eS ee 
“You ought to see me play brid ge,” Halstead al ee 
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“You mean you don’t play?” 

“Oh, I have played. Yes, I i 

Lila got to her feet. “I don’t want to go to bed yet. 
And I don't want to talk to Herbert. But getting | 
Sarah Mordaunt in a bridge game with you-——” 

“Please, Lila,” Halstead protested. “Remember 
Trencher here is in mourning. Or ought to be, And 
that woman would only make a fool of me, Pm m not 
sure but what I’m ready to go to bed myself. Right _ 
now.” He strode toward the door. Then he | turned — 
and asked, ‘“‘Are any of Bing’s men left on t. he place?” 2 : 

“T don’t know how many,” Lila answered. “There 
were two of them in the kitchen a win ae [rs 





























sonldn"t say. I imagine he has. He said he'd . ‘ 
back in the morning, first thing.” ee 
“Two in the kitchen,” Halstead mumbled. He 
looked up suddenly. “You were out in the kitchen — 
recently?” RL Oa ras 
“Half an hour ago,” Lila said. “What on earth are : 
you driving at?” Ce 
“NN othings” Halstead muttered. a ty : oe aban ee 
derin B ee 
















looking through the 4 paper that a deputy ya Pr ee ent! 1 Eo 

had brought out. She glanced up at | hin n and nodded ; 

coolly. ee ee 

“T suppose,” she said, “you'll bi in oecontid in read- 

ing this. It seems that Mr Bing k has made a statement 

to the press.” aes Pe 
Halstead approached as she d. au the paper on 
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the table. He saw the bold headlines. Then he saw 
something else that made his stomach jump. The 
paper had used his picture. The one with the derby. 
A news photographer had made it in that Ballingham 
case, and it made him look like an undertaker in a 
professional mood. If they had to use a picture they 
might have gotten a decent one. | 

“I didn’t know Mr Bing had called on you for any 
assistance,” Sarah said. “But apparently you’re his 
aide in this affair.” 

“I’m just taking a lesson or two,” Halstead an- 
swered. His eyes found the reference to him. Famed 
criminal investigator offers assistance to sheriff. Why 
couldn’t they leave out that famed stuff? Now if he 
failed... . 

Halstead gazed at the paper sadly. It would be 
just like Bing to make a statement of that kind. Ii 
Halstead did break the case it would be Bing who 
would take the credit. Bing had probably figured 
that as long as Halstead had his nose in it a state- 
ment like this would bring Bing the glory. 

Halstead pushed the paper back to Mrs Mordaunt. 
“Nasty fog out there,” he offered in an attempt to 
draw her out. 

“Ts it?” she asked and resumed her reading in elo- 
quent dismissal. 

Halstead went out and passed the living room. He 
saw Kate 'l'emple and Marie Burton at their game. 

Quietly he made his way to the second floor via the 
east-wing stairs. He went directly to Sarah Mor- 
daunt’s room and made a hasty survey. There was a 
raincoat over the back of a chair. He touched it with 
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his fingers but the rubber was cold and dry. No evi- 
denee of shoes that had recently been changed. 

Kate Temple apparently had no raincoat at all, 
or if she had 1t was downstairs. Marie Burton's $ room 
was locked. ns 

It was late when Halstead went down to the. kat J en 
to look in on the deputies. Whoever he had followed § ‘ie oe 
that fog must have come in this direction. The thin go 
began to irk him more and more. eo 

There was one deputy in the kitchen and he dee area 
he had seen no one. Nor had he heard anything 4 He 













“Whatcha find out?” he demanded. “Whatd cl 
up your sleeve, feller?” eee 
Halstead shook both arms to Drove his : poe 


ha got ioe 








won’t admit it. He keeps sayin? sooner ite al SE 
find this Millie eae 
“I keep saying that, too,” Halstead sym: athized. 








“But Dm not sure. We probably won’t ever find | oe 








anything now. Whoever blew the back of Martinson’s 
head off certainly had it planned out plenty in ad- — 
vance. Of course, the killer made a mist ‘ke somewhere 
along the line and unless we stumble into that mis- 
“How'd yuh know that?” the i” ity asked breath- 
lessly. . 
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“They all make mistakes,” Halstead tae 
quietly. “They all plan their murders out so gaa 
oughly that they leave some little thing uncovered ® 

“Hunh! Them!” The deputy spat in disgust. “Yuh 
know what I told Lat?” oe 

“What?” Halstead dropped wearily into a chaixy 
for a smoke. ER 

“Tt’s one of these females,” the deputy declared. 
“Take that Landis girl. You know what § 8 + ein. 
ccm” A eee 

“A student, I reckon,” Halstead answered [through = 
a cloud of smoke. ee 

“She was a crack rifle shot,” the deputy whisperea 
importantly. “Get it? A crack rifle shot. Won cups 
at clay pigeon shoots. Tell me! That c amt 2 new ie 
how to handle a gun. An’ she had reasons. {mis doc" 
tor—well, Lat found out he was making it tough for 
ast © aby, He sure was. ee 

“Ma ybe Lat thinks she plugged pais Sgt | 
stead opined. oe ees 

“He thinks one of three women was mixed upin it; 
the deputy revealed. “He can’t make his m ndup 
which. This Mrs Mordaunt could handle a § g i foo. 
An’ this slinky wench—the Burton dame. ~~ co 
say nothin? but she thinks plenty, an? she's sure aS 
hell got Lat’s goat.” ee 

“You mean something she’s told Mr Bing? = ] Hal a 2 
stead asked innocently, OEE Oe ae 

“Naw! It’s what she ain’t told him,”? 
plied, his tone lowered in deepyes we. 
get nothin’ out of her. J told hy 
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her into town an’ by jacks I’d get somethin’ outa her. 
I'd sweat it out ia 

“Listen!” Halstead’s chin came forward. The 
deputy’s eyes widened. 

“What?” the deputy whispered. 2 

“Do you hear anything?” Halstead asked. He 
planted both feet on the floor, 

“No, not a thing. What *d you hear?” 

“T must be jittery,” Halstead answered. “I was 
sure someone was walking out there in the back entry.” 
He opened the door and glanced through the shadows. _ 

“IT guess I’d better be getting on,” Halstead — 
mumbled. “If I don’t watch out I'll be getting like 
the rest of ’em here.” | 

“I’m goin’ up front,” the deputy said hastily. sal S 
vo along as you go.” The swarthy, slightly bearded | 
gentleman appeared suddenly uneasy. “You’re sure 
you heard somethin’, Mr Halstead?” : 

“Probably the floor settling. What anybody wants 
to live in a place like this 1s a mystery to me.” ‘ 

Halstead left the deputy at the central stairs in 
the main corridor. The deputy moved on toward the — 
east-wing entry where he had a opal sinh a ght by 
which to read his newspaper. ge. 

Voices came from the livin — on 
the bridge game was breaking y Up, 
lounge stood open and the light im 
‘The library door was shut. 

Halstead had paid little attention to the time, Now 
he glanced at his watch and saw that it was close to 
midnight. He felt a sense of weariness as he began 
his ascent of the stairs. 









was still on. 
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It was when he was halfway to the landing that he 
paused with one hand gripping the black-walnut raj 
paused and pricked up his ears and narrowed his eyes, 

Somewhere a cock crowed. ne 

He stopped and listened and the sound was re- 
peated. He shot a glance down the corridor, It was 
a sticky night, still and oppressive, and sound would 
carry a long way. But still this seemed uncannily 
close. He couldn’t describe it. 

Then he saw Lila come hurriedly from the lounge, 
staring. She caught sight of Halstead and halted. 

“There it is,” she said in a hushed, tight voice. 
“Tike the other—like last night!” * 

Herbert Trencher, his face gray, followed Lila out 
and stopped beside her. 

The bridge players paused, groupe 
room door. 

Ellis Ormsby said, “The omen of death,” and tried 
to make light of it with his strange, hollow laugh. 
“That, Mr Halstead, is exactly what we heard twenty 2 

four hours ago. And I, for one, am going to retire. 

The library door opened and Sarah Mordaunt ap- 
peared. Halstead ran his eyes over them swiftly. They 
all stood there in the lower corridor with one excep~ 
tion—sSidney Ware. 

But a voice from the top of the stairs said, “What 
was that?” and Halstead glanced up to see Ware, pale 
and somehow slumped, standing in his dressing gown. 

“Silly superstition,” Sarah Mordaunt said to 
break the momentary tension. “Don’t stare like that, 
Kate. You’ll give us all the jitters.” 

“Yes, superstition,” Herbert Trencher said weakly. 


d oi the living- 
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He cleared his throat with considerable noise and re- 
peated his comment. “Just because a cock 7 
~ “Perhaps,” Ellis Ormsby drawled, “we all ought 
to assemble in the living room and defy the supersti- 
tion. There’s safety in numbers. Would you like to 
join the party, Mr Halstead? Perhaps as a body- 
guard?” 
~ “You say that’s exactly what you heard last 
night?’’ Halstead asked. The little needles were in his 
spine again and he didn’t like this thing. He was not 
superstitious; he knew no fear, and yet there was 
something about this thing that was downright 
creepy. | 

“T think,” Ormsby answered, “this crow tonight 
might be a little more of the tenor pitch. Last night, 
it seems, the cock’s tone was deeper, he was in much 
better voice. A pleasant good night.” 

He bowed to them and went up the stairs. | 

The others followed and Halstead stood aside until 
Lila came up with him. He touched her arm. 

“You feel all right?” he asked quietly. 

“Yes,” she said under her breath, but it was plain 
she didn't feel all right. 

“You look like—well, you’re pale. I’ll see you to 
your room.” 'They ascended the carpeted stairs to- 
gether. 





And once in her room he glanced over it sharply, . 


glanced at the wall that was also his wall, and deter- 
mined the location of those holes that Martinsan had 
used. ‘I"hat set of shelves there. Immediately under the 
top board. Yes, undoubtedly those holes came through 
at that point. You’d never find them in a million years 
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unless you got down and looked up beneath the shelf, 
“T wonder,” Lila voiced her thoughts, “if it is just 
superstition—this crowing? I wonder---—” | 
“Tf it’s anything else,” Halstead answered, “then 
I’m whipped. Good night, and pleasant dreams.” 








He left her with anything but the assurance he had 3 a c 


put in his deep, quieting voice. 











UO est Lerten nda eee ep 


[XVIT] 







Mr HALSTEAD couldn’t sleep. He manne apd 
donned his pajamas—a ridiculous pair of his own, — 
incongruously striped like sticks of candy, that he’d _ 


broug ahi from the cabin. He smoked a cigarette eos 







areky, crushed it out, collected himsel: fin bed, and 

sn apped off the light. He tried his right side, facing _ 
the windows where the rain sounded again. Afterlons 

awakefulness he tried his left. ‘Then he f flopped over 
on his back. ee 
He took up counting sheep but fo und that he — 
couldn’t get to more than fifty before he 1 wa s fumbling © 
with the pieces of thiscrazy puzzle tst— 
He summed up and took out of his mind every piece _ 







he had discovered. He went back to the five thous: ind ee 
dollars, to the events of Wednesday af ernoon and 
night. And he went beyond these wd ; nose cv rious holes 





in the wall. 


Sumpter Martinson had put them there. Which 










gave Halstead a small insight into Martinson’s per-— 
sonality. A big man, popeyed, blustering. A man — 
who’d come of peasant stock, who’d achieved some — 
honor in his pro fession. A strange 1 nis 4 ; ire ¢ re me ad a 
tional elements behind a round: bland face. Oe. 


The psychologists would say that somewhere in his 
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youth Martinson had been repressed or denied, and 
had developed the trait of sneaking around and stinks ak 
ing a glance at things he ought not see. This perhar goes 
might have had something to do with his determing. 










tion to study medicine. Intimacy with women . 





It was r evolting 1 In & Way, and yet pi itia, ble, tik eo 
those sex magazines of the cheapest variety on the 
doctor’s bed table, profane in the massive dignity of == 
that room where twenty-four hours ago a murderer 












had stalked. oe 
Had this sex urge of Martinson’ S oe sa a 








that somewhere in the tangle the seaman’ sae ‘ved. aS 


yet how? Back in his mind a vague theory was — 
ing. And that theory took him to Wednesday wi en ee 
Martinson had attempted to force himself on Lita 
Landis, and later to the dinner and to that shado eo 
on the window shade in the middle of the night. A 
man in Martinson’s room who obviously should noe 








have been there. 








Who else knew of these peepholes aside from th€ 






tary. 


dead man and his secretary? His very clever secré= > 





Halstead compressed his lips and turned overs  _” 


What was Marie Burton holding back from him? She 
had admitted so much in those few minutes he’d spent — 

with her. Had admitted things that made him feel Re 
she must trust him at least a little. And yet therewas 






something hidden. Behind those opaque eyes there a 
was fear. Fear of what? ee 





She had been outside the house not before but after H eee 
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the cock crowed previous to Sumpter Martinson’s 
death. What had her mission then been? Was it in 
some way connected with Millie? Or with another per- 
son in this tangle? That could easily have been Marie 
Burton he hadi seen in the fog this veer mene And 
f so, where had she been?’ 3 
He could guess at many answers, but none | f his 
cuesses seemed right. eo 
The main thing he wanted to get away feonn in the 
case was this woman angle. Probably because every 
indication pointed to the hand of a woman. It would 
have been easy for a woman to kill him, but a shotgun 
just didn’t seem the weapon a woman naturally wou. . 
choose. - 
And yet the women who frequented thi: ‘anes were 
women who were well at home in the field, who doubt- 
lessly hunted and fished. A curious fact was that none 
of these women was small. Kate Temple wasn’t as tall 
as Lila Landis and Marie Burton and Sarah Mor ae 
daunt, but she was no tiny clinging vine. From Kate 
to the regal Sarah they were all of the active type. 
slender, entirely feminine yet aid ir ibed and 
papenl. a 












































best? Halstead frowned at the ¢ py oa 33 Ltn 
small rain beyond the windows. There fl fl F as hed ed th hi re ra ig] 4 h 
his thought a ma gazine ar ticle he i had oad Bis hank 


the headings was “Ey yper thyroid” rs ; with the accom- 
panying blurb—The beautiful acd damned.” es 

The writer had given certain physical characteris- 
tics to this lean, 1 well-shaped, 3 restless group. Anc¢ 


240 BEFORE THE cock CROWRED 


strangely each of the four women jn this house fee 
night would come in that category. 

Sarah Mordaunt, cool and outwardly calm now, 
had attained that poise only with the years. Three: 
husbands to her credit. Her mad love for this bluste 
dead man. Love that undoubtedly was not returned, 
a hunger that undoubtedly had never been satisfied. 
Yes, under that icy exterior, Sarah Mordaunt was 
still aflame, incredible as it seemed. 

Kate Temple—no pretense. She was what she was. 
A youngish widow in whose heart was cherished the 
desire to land another man before the inroads of the 
years left their mark. Those blue eyes, bright and 
hard, those high-boned cheeks, that perfect curve of 
a mouth. 

The high bones in Marie Burton’s cheeks, her long, 
straight nose. Halstead drew his knees up restlessly. 
A little make-up, a little wave in that raven hair, and 
Marie Burton could stand with the best of them. Was 
this plainness affected? = 

He got up and turned on his bed lamp. He reached 
over for his coat and got a cigarette from the pocket. 
A good way to go nuts, just sitting and thinking like 
this with everything stacked against you. 

He sat and thought and smoked through three 


hours. 
He put together what he definitely knew of each 
one’s movements on the previous night, more than 
twenty-four hours ago. Here, too, he found a blank 
wall facing him. 

Kiverybody seemed to go naturally to the crowing 
of that cock for a starting point. Before the cock 
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erowed | Tt had become a sin gularly repetitious phrase 
in his mind, 

Before the cock crowed the doctor told a story, then 
he quarreled with Rud about Millie. After the cock 
crowed the lights went out and the doctor was mur- 
dered. 

Who, in the darkness, had whispered the invitation 
to him to come up to ie own bedchamber? Undoubt- 
edly someone must have done so. He had gone to the 
telephone and had called his overseer to demand quick 
action on those lights. Somebody must have come to 
the foot of the stairs to speak to him. 

A woman! Not a man there who could have any- 
thing to say to the doctor that would require the 
privacy of a bedroom. A woman! You couldn’t get 
away from it. And the doctor being what he was, a 
woman’s invitation would be accepted with alacrity. 

The doctor had marched up those stairs to confront 
whom? Who had lit the candle in that chamber? 

Halstead got up and began pacing. Two people. 
A man and a woman in the thing together. Yes, that 
was possible. The woman to get Martinson up to the 
room, the man to be ready with the gun in the event 
Martinson refused to accede to whatever demand was 


made upon him. 
Perhaps Lattimer Bing was reasoning g thusly, toi, 




















Bing had discovered that Lila Landis was a crack 

rifle shot. Then the shell from Rud’s | Jai ’ 
Halstead halted ver ‘y suddenly. He g an 

saw himself in the mirror, lank and | licht 


eyed. He asked that dark-eyed 1 image what h had yr 


pened in the late afternoon that had caused oe to 





The boards creaked under his feet and there seemed 
to be cool eddies against his ankles. Now and then a : = 
sound in the walls arrested him. Once he paused and 
listened with his ear to his door. gectees ae 

He wondered about his client, wondered if sleephad = 
come to her. He went over to the covered peepho : 
and felt of the metal lid that hid them. He turned of 
his bed lamp and lifted the lid. He put his ear to the 
holes. ae 

Soft breathing, a soft creaking of springs fr 
restless turning. Fee 

Halstead put out his cigarette and went to bed 
again, J Te pulled the blanket up over him. H had 
“ i ° " “om istake down there in the fog, he told 
Niclt, by not accosting that dim shape and finding 
it for the nect wiz — rrying and stewing about ae 

s to come. ae 





















om a 
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He wished he had something to read. Might as 
well read as lie here like this. He wouldn’t sleep any 
more tonight. Not with those little nojses and with 
this crazy thing going over and over in his brain. . . 

Nor was he exactly asleep when the sound of a 
cock crowing brought him erect with his fingers 
tensed apart and his breath suspended in his throat. 
He had dozed. Undoubtedly he had been in that half- 
conscious state when overtired nerves and mental 
faculties, like an overtired child, rebel against repose. 

The windows were marked with a pale grayness - 
behind them. Dawn behind the fog. A cock crow- 
ing... 

“All at once he whirled and dropped his feet to the 
floor. Someone was running in the passage. No mis- 
taking that sound. eco OF 

And then there was a hammering in the eerie still 
ness of the house. Someone pounding on a door, 

A voice saying in a tense hush, “Lila! Quickly ———’ 

Halstead snapped on his light, pulled his trousers 
over those grotesquely gay pajamas. He unlocked his 
door, jerked it wide. 

“Oh, dear God - 






















“What’s happened?” he demanded as he lurched 
roward her, knowing that something terrible had 
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Lila’s room. Halstead, still without an answer to his 
question, followed. 

“Marie! What is it?” Lila was instantly awake, 
fumbling for her robe, getting it about her. 

Halstead closed the door and took Marie’s arm. 

“What frightened you?” His voic® was quiet but 
urgent. He certainly hoped he wouldn’t have to con- 
tend with an hysterical female.““What scared you?” 
he repeated when she failed to answer. He helped her 
to a chair. | ar 

She pressed her fingers to her eyes then looked 
up. She was gaining control although her teeth 
chattered at her first attempt to speak. 

“Oh, Marie ‘a 

Halstead silenced Lila’s outery with a motion of his 
hand. 

‘hen Marie Burton pointed and said, “Back there. 
Something a 


“Back where? What?” Halstead was holding on to 
patience. 


“The cock crowed. I heard the——” She broke 
off and swallowed. 

“You heard . . .”? Halstead was leaning over her. 

“TI don’t know what. It sounded like a cry, just lke 
someone struggling, just before that crowing. 
Oh 99 

“What sounded like a cry? Take it easy. Sit back. 
Youw’re not hurt——~” 

Marie sprang out of the chair and stumbled toward 
the door. 

“We've got to go look, We’ve got to 
was. That cry and someone running past 











see what it 
my door. I 


syne \ 
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eas wide awake, I haven’t been asleep since 

She jerked the door open and Halstead reached 
hor side, He took her arm. He said, ““You were awake 
and heard a noise like a cry and then you heard a 
cock crow? Is that 1?” 

“And somebody brushing by my door. Somebody 
ina hurry. I—got my door open and looked out and 
I saw a shadow disappearing toward the front of 
the house. Only a shape. The hall was too dar ig 

They came to the turn the L made, rushing in 
breathless haste. 

Lila pressed close to Halstead’s side. Marie pointed 
to the small back corridor that led to the servants’ 
rooms, a black tunnel. 

“We'd better go back—there——” Marie’s teeth 
came together to avert chattering. 

Halstead said, “You two stay here.” He pushed 
ahead of them, the floor cold to his bare feet. 

He had gone but a few steps when a sound reached 
hum and froze the blood in his veins. He knew what it 
was and yet hoped he was wrong. A door stood slightly 
ajar. He shoved it open, felt the wall for a lght 

button. | 

Light flooded the small chamber and Halstead 
swallowed. He said “Great God” through his teeth 
and dropped to the floor beside the figure sprawled 
there. 

A woman-——a girl. Blonde and dimpled and young. 
A soft young form in a cotton gown. Blood gushing 





from the throat wound. The fingers opening and. 
closing, making small piteous movements. The h ‘e 





trying to utter something. 
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“Millie!” It was Lila who eried from the doorway 
She whirled and sank into a chair, her hands up to her 
eyes, a sob racking her throat. ait: 

Halstead said, ‘“T'ell Marie to call those depirties 
and to get a doctor——” ghee 

But Marie was at the door, too, and she said, “Oh, 
dear God,” and left running. | 

Halstead knelt over the moving lips of the dying _ 
girl. “Yes,” he said, his voice deeply rich and some- 
how tender. **You’re trying to tell me who———” 

“ . . not the—doctor .. .” the faint voice mum- 
bled. Those staring blue eyes, those contorted features, 





Lila was at Halstead’s side now, her nails biting 





into her palms, her knees trembling. She knelt and 
took one of the twitching hands and held it. 
‘Millie,’ she cried. “Oh, dear child, who——” 
“  . . we said—we’d—blame . . .” The sound 


died and the movement of the lips was less perceptible. _ S 


“Who did this??? Halstead urged, his ear closer to 
the lips. 

And as he crouched there the white fingers abruptly _ 
straightened and dropped, the eyes saw nothing more, — 
the lower jaw went slack. | 





And Lila said, “She’s—gone,” and began to cry © 


softly. 


it had been slept in. 


Halstead straightened, glanced at the bed, saw that a 


He went over to the chair and picked up the dark ag 
rain cape. 'I‘he shoes beside the chair were worn and st: 


ot 


— 


scuffed and muddy. 'The stockings were torn. 


Halstead brushed his palm across his forehead. oe | 
The room’s one window stood open and he crossed to -—*. 
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. On the floor near it was an extension screen that 
seemed to have been flung there. . Pie ee 
Instantly he darted back. Just outside the window 
on the low roof there was a sudden movement, a queer 
fussing and fluffing and clucking. Lila came over to 
him as he met two small bright eyes in a red-combed 
head. 
“What is it?” she asked, her fingers grippin 
arm, then she, too, saw it. 
“The cock that crowed,” Halste 
witness. Those little eyes ‘ 
“Tf he could only talk,” Lila cried. “Oh, if he could 
only tell us ” 


“He can—and did 


over the dead girl an 









ad answered, “The 















»” Halstead answered. He ben: 





(XVII} 


Lina sTOOD TREMBLING in the hall with Marie Burton 
at her side while the deputies stepped gingerly and — 
uncertainly across Millie’s room. Halstead glanced — 
up at the one who needed a shave, the man with whom 
he’d talked in the kitchen the night before. eS 
The man said, “How’d—it happen?” and stared at 
the dead girl as if he’d never been so close to death. 
He was rattled and trying to cover it. ae 












The second deputy, a short man with sleepy eyes, | 


saw the pair of scissors near the girl’s head and started 
to reach for them when Halstead grabbed his arm. 
Halstead said, “Nothing doing. Wait till Bing gets 
here.” a8 
“That’s what—killed her?” the short man asked 
with a gulp, his eyes fixed on the weapon. vi 
“Yes,” Halstead snapped. “I don’t suppose erther 
of you heard anything in the front part of the house 
within the past few minutes ?”’ 





“I was in the lower hall on the davenport,” the ee 
short man said. He might have added that he’d been 





sound asleep, but he didn’t. 
‘An’ I was in the library,” the unshaven man con- 
fessed. “Great Lord, Lou,” he addressed his partner, _ 
248 ) 
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“Tat's gonna have the heaves when he finds we 


99 





wasn t— 
SW e couldn’ t be all over the place all at once,” Lou 
defended. He turned to Halstead. “Who found this 
here?” His voice was suddenly and ridiculously ¢ oruff 
with the assumption of official importance, Be 
“T did.” Pe 
“An? you didn’t touch nothin’? His eyes on Bea 
stead were suspicious. Lee 
“Nothing,” Halstead retorted. “Look here! ro ve 
called your sheriff ?” 
“Sure. Soon as the girl come an’ told me——”———™ 
“All right, there’s nothing anyb ody can do t here 
now. Not until he comes.” Halstead turned away _ 
from the body with instant decision. *Bing’s goin; 2 rte 
want to talk to everybody in the house. One of : er oe 
had better get them herded downstairs. Knox x mall — 
the doors. Get every last one of em. Tell’em nothing. _ 
Don’t even hint at what you’ve seen here. Just get 
‘em in the library. Then chase over to the - a 
house and tell Rud Parrish I want him here.” es 
“How about these two women?” The bearded man 
nodded toward the hall. gee eet 
“They'll dress and be down at once.” Halstead was _ 
moving him to the door. “Pll look after them. You _ 
look after the rest. You know all the room arr ee, 
“But somebody oughta stay here wae | the body,” 
the short man whined. “One of us————"———— 
“Vou stay,” Halstead ordered quietly, that’s ; safe 
portant, Stay until you’re r ‘elieved. That’s ss ¥ e y oe 
Bing would want it. Hurry now. There’s n no — eto 


Par 
sec. 
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Halstead simply had to be there to watch the Ztiwaty 
come down. Not that he would depend much on their 
faces or what he read in their faces. There was little 
doubt left in his mind now as to the identity of the 
murderer or the manner in which the murder of the 
doctor was accomplished. Of course, he had to have 
definite evidence, no mere surmise. He would have to 
convince Bing in order to turn a prisoner over to 
that diminutive officer of the law and auctioneer at 
large. 

He left the short deputy standing nervously in the 
dark hall with the door shut between him and the 
mortal remains of Millie Keever. He sent the other 
man up through the east-wing corridor and Lila 
turned to go to her own room. 

Halstead paused at Marie Burton’s door. 
turned to face him and her eyes seemed to ca 
lights from somewhere. z 

“Everything’s exactly like you told me?” Halstead 
asked quietly. | 

She leaned against the doorjamb, her chin slightly 
tilted. 

“Yes,” she answered, and her voice had recovered 
its strength. “You—must believe me.”’ 

Halstead said, “Somehow, I do believe you.” He 
glanced then at the worn carpeting, the pattern tak- 


ing form in the growing light. 
He added, “Did anybody ever tell you, young lady, 
that your hair, loose around your face that way, is— 















dangerous?” 
He turned hurriedly and left her and wondered 


what in the name of heaven had caused him to say 
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a thing like that. He had never said anything like 
that to anybody in the world before—not within his 
knowledge. His eyes widened and glistened and seemed 
immeasurably sad. And in his thought was an old quo- 
tation about death in the midst of life. 

It seemed an eternity to Halstead before the 
guests came down, one by one. He had gone to his 


room and dressed completely and still the library — ee 


was empty when he arrived. ae 

Sidney Ware was the first, his hair ruffled, his dress- a 
ing gown belted tightly about him, his eyes hollow. 
He asked questions irritably but Halstead ignored ; 
them. Ware demanded to know what was gong oh 
now that he had to be routed out at daylight. Kate 
Temple’s arrival made it worse. Her hands fluttered 
all over the place and without make-up she hada 








ghastly pallor. She brought a lipstick with her _ , 





and went to a mirror but could scarcely apply it. ee. 





“Such a commotion,” she cried. “You’d think he 






was waking the dead the way he pounded on my door. 

I want to know right now, Mr Halstead, Sst : 

what Pe Co as 
And Sarah Mordaunt wanted to know, too, » 











though she didn’t ask. She moved majestically 3 fore ee 


the room, her white hair in place, her shoulders Pan _ a 
her eyes quizzical. She said, “I’ve heard of some 





confounding things, but this call to gather at this oe 


hour—well, I must say I’m getting terribly fed up 
with the whole thing. Lf they’ve ciscoTera ornet ng 
important they could at least wait until . ie aoa 
Ellis Ormsby was fat and shapeless in his robe 
which hung straight from his paunch to his ankles, | 
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and he yawned intermittently as he entered. He asia 
between yawns, “I’o what momentous event, Mr Fat. 
stead, do we owe this summons? I could have done 
with another hour or two of sleep. Middle of the 








igh 


night...” 

Herbert Trencher appeared with his dressing- 
gown collar turned up and his gray face drawn. He 
managed a pale, querying glance at Halstead, nodded 
to the others, found a chair, and wet his lips as he 
sat. He said, “Don’t tell me that anything has hap- 
pened... .” | 

Wayman Stanley’s face was peculiarly pink, the 
puffs beneath his eyes accented. He had dressed com- 
pletely, even to his necktie. He was followed by Lula 
who had stopped long enough to get into some light 
sports dress and take care of her mouth. 

Marie Burton was the last to come. Halstead 
glanced up as she paused in the door. He didn’t gulp 
but he felt like it. What in the name of everything 
sacred had he started? She stood there in a colored 
print of some small pattern. But it wasn’t her dress 
accentuating her silhouette. It was that blue-black 
hair brought back softly and caught behind, 1t was 
the coloring on her lips. 

The deputy came in and said, “Parrish *ll be here 
in a minute. He was already awake. Lat oughta be 


showing up right away, too. He said he’d be here 
99 








in less ’n a hour. 
Halstead went into the corridor to wait for Rud. 
He closed the door on the eight people assembled. 
The deputy said, ‘What now?” 
“Nothing,” Halstead answered. “As soon as Par- 


~ o> 3 
we 





see ed ‘ 
a ermeretete. 
> 
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rish gets here ’m going to make a statement to em in 
there. Then I’m going to leave ’em. You keep ’em 
until Bing gets here. You can explain to Bing what 
happened, what you saw. You can tell him where _ 
the body is, and he can go take his official look at it. 
The medico will want to make his examination—_—” 
‘‘Where you goin’?” the deputy demanded. ee 
“T won’t be long. I might be back before your sheriff | ee 
arrives. If ’m not———” ae 
“TLat’s gonna be sore as hell if you ain’t here,” the 
deputy warned. He 
Rud’s arrival at this point interrupted the conver- oe : oe ? 
sation. He hurried up to Halstead with his question —_ 
on his lips and Halstead said, “There’s nothing to 
do but sit tight, fellow.” AE as 
“Tight about what?” Rud demanded. “Why all ae 
the mystery? Why rout a fellow out at this time © foo 
day? I was about to get up anyhow, but ee. 
“Vou said Millie was some sort of tessa bak 
yours, Rud.” ee 
“Millie! She’s back? They’ve found her?” Rud’s 
big hands closed on Halstead’s sleeve. SS acee8 
“T’Il let you have it here. I haven’t told the oe oes 
in there yet.” Halstead sensed the tightening of _ 
Rud’s fingers. “She’s back but she’s—dead.” 
Rud was visibly staggered. His lips fr amed a query. : 
Halstead said, “It’s tough. Come on inside, a 
She——" a Oe es 2 
“But who would want to do a thing Ui ce thatr’” 
Rud cried. “My God, man 
“YT think I know.” I Halstead nswered. “Pll % sure 
‘n fifteen minutes or less. But I’ve got to get going. 
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Keep your chin up, Rud. I won’t be long. Lila’s 
pretty shaken about the thing, too. You sit by her. 
She’s going to need you.” nee 

“She’s—going to—need me?” Rud stared at Hal- 
stead quizzically. 

_ But Halstead had the door open, ushering Rud 
in ahead of him. | 

They all turned to watch Halstead as he moved 
around where he could face them. 

“Mr Halstead,” Ellis Ormsby drawled, rising, “in 
behalf of these people I think we’re entitled to some 
explanation for this gathering. I think this business 
of being mysterious & 

“I’m not being mysterious,” Halstead answered, 
his eyes traveling over them. “I’m acting for the 
sheriff in bringing you down here. I’m acting for the 
sheriff when I tell you that until he arrives no one 
will attempt to leave this room.” 

“But surely, Halstead, we’re entitled to know e 

“I’m telling you. Last night Millie Keever, the 
parlormaid who’s been missing since Doctor Martin- 
son was murdered, returned.” 

“Millie!” It was Kate Temple who whispered the 
name. 

Halstead saw her jump suddenly as if a pin had 


pricked her. 

“A half-hour ago,’ Halstead resumed, his voice 
deadly calm, his eyes mere slits, “somebody now in 
this room stabbed Millie to death.” 

“What—what are you saying!’ It was Sidney 
Ware on his feet, charging toward the detective. 

‘Stabbed to death with a pair of scissors from her 
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vorkbox.” Halstead’s voice was deep and wart 
“Portunately for all of you there was a witness.” 

“4 witness! Wayman Stanley spoke dully as if 
repeating the words to himself. 

“Mr Bing will want to ask you some questions the 
minute he gets here,” Halstead finished. He turned _ 
at once and walked to the door. He closed it behind | 
him and nodded to the deputy. 

The deputy turned the big brass key in the lock. 

Halstead’s movements now were neither leisurely _ 
nor hesitant. He took the east-wing stairs two at a | 
time. He fairly ran through the corridor back to the _ 
maid’s room, and the short deputy seemed relieved to 
have company. | 


“We'll keep this door shut,’ Halstead said nel se 


went into the room, leaving the deputy outside staring as 


curiously. 


Halstead didn’t touch the scissors. He left the ee | 





where they lay. The blood from that tender young 

throat was turning a dirty brown in the pool which 

he stepped over. He went to her open window. _ 
He was 5 oy halfway through it when the cock aS 












wings, fluffed the feathers on his neck bisineilel dow oe 
from a box on which he had been percha rome? the 
bird launched into flight. 13 Sage 
Halstead fished a loose cigarette from his coat ay 
pocket and stuck it in his mouth. But he didn’t Hg ht 
it. He moved on tiptoe across this scorn y P or. ch 
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to the roof. Something about the vines near the rail- 
ing caused his mouth to tighten. 

He bent lower for an examination. His fingers on 
the rail gripped harder. Then without any hesitaney 
he lithely swung his feet over, planted them on the 
trellis, and lowered himself to the ground. 

He was between the porch and the tool house, and 
as he glanced up at the tool house his eyes perceptibly 
widened. 

Why hadn’t he thought of this yesterday? He 
lunged into the tool house, struck a match, and stared 
at the electric fuse board on the wall. He held the 
match close and sighted along the rubber handle of 
the big knife switch. He glanced at the handle from 
various angles and finally dropped his match and — 
stepped on it. 

He peered cautiously around. No one had seen 
him. He decided rather than alarm the deputy he 
would return by the way he’d left the house. 

Climbing the trellis was not difficult. Once more 
in the presence of Millie’s still body he paused. Then 
he said under his breath, “You said it wasn’t the 
doctor. You said ‘we’d blame the doctor’, but you 
didn’t say who ‘we’ happened to be. Poor kid. What 
a tough break you got!” * hg 

Halstead looked as if he might cry. He rubbed his 











long nose briskly. He was opening the door when he © . a 
tensed at the sound of cars arriving on the wet gravel. > 
The deputy said, “That’s Lat,” and started run- cee 


ning. 


be here when he comes to look.” 


Halstead called him back. “Yes, Lat. You wantto ——~ 
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Rut Halstead didn’t want to be there. There was 
oo time for Mr Bing now. A little later, when he 
could be sure, but not right at this moment. In fact, 
Mr Bing, under the present circumstances, might 
prove extremely difficult. 

Accordingly Halstead went along the east-wing 
corridor swiftly. He heard the sheriff’s quick, s ne D 
voice in the lower passage as he stopped before a bed- 
room door. This was the room he wanted. He hurried 
in and turned the key. 

He went immediately to the closet, searched 1t _ 
thoroughly, pawed through the overnight b pag on the 
Bis fingers were gropin gina pocket of 1 sg xpen- 























Ww added piece of cotton. He brought out th he cotton — 
and the patch of adhesive stuck to it. There was a _ 
brown stain on the pad. ee ee 
But his countenance was particularly sloc loomy when 
the bag revealed nothing else. Then he remembered — 
the bath in the doctor’s bedroom. WE ai qpebaon: ogical _ 
place to look? a 
He crept out cautiously, passed swiftly along the | 
passage to the Green Room and let himself in. fe 
When he emerged two minutes lat or he was very — 
close to a smile. He was stufiing g mnto the be IS om 4 0: i : = 
his shirt a soiled and r umpled g carment, and the doc- 
tor’s linen hamper was in sad disiud ‘der. es Ss | 
“WW here’ sd Halstead? Just how d he come to 
ne 
























Poon the back *e the haa? 





ers 





[XIX] 


















Mr LATTIMER BING was fit to be tied very tight. He 
strutted before those nine staring people in the 
gloomy library and made every effort to scare a nem 
with the fire in his little eyes. ee 
He stood over Marie Burton at length and wd Aa 
“Look here, you! I’ve put up all I’m going to with | 
evasions and—and i Oe 
“You asked me how I happened to discover ] Millie,” — 
Marie said quietly, her great eyes expressionless, but — 
with, somehow, a touch of color in her chee cS. “Tye 
told you—exactly " Te oe 
“You said you heard a cry,” Bing snappec d. “You — 
said you ran to Lila Landis’ door.” re 
“Yes, I did. I ran to her and Co. 
“Whi at ’d you run to her for?” Bin g bawled. “She — 
wasn’t in charge here. Not with deputies in the place _ 
on guard. You lost valuable time, Miss Burton. You _ 
lost enough time to allow the murderer to——” 
“] didn’t think of your deputies,” Marie retorted. — 
“That don’t set well,” Bing stormed. “Not with _ 
me, it don’t. There was some reason why you went to 
Lila Landis’ door. There was @ reason why ryou didn’t — 
hunt up a deputy and Sor 
“TY didn’t know where to od your deputi aihes,’’ Marie — 
aa ee 
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said with a show of exasperation, “When I did find 
one, at Mr Halstead’s direction, he was asleep on the 
divan in the passage. I had to shake him. We could 
all be murdered for all the good your precious guards 
would do us.” 

The door from the hall opened and the bearded 
deputy came in. Bing glanced at the man sharply 
and took out his watch. “Well?” Bing snapped. 

“He just ain’t anywhere around,” the man replied 
sheepishly. ‘I’ve looked all over the house, an’ outside 
an’ 99 

“Good Lord!” Mr Bing cried and returned his 
watch to his pocket. “Look again. Call him. Find 
Halstead if you have to turn this place upside down. 
I don’t like these goings on behind my back. You 
find Halstead and bring him in here to me or . . .” 

He didn’t say what he would do about it. He whirled 
to Lila. 

“So,” he stormed, “you got an alibi. You were 
sleeping and Marie Burton woke you up. How did 
Halstead get into your room?” 

“My pounding on the door roused him,” Marie 
answered. 

“I’m not talking to you,” Lattimer Bing asserted. 
“Answer when you’re spoken to, Miss Burton. Now, 
Miss Landis———” 

“Just a minute, Bing,” the obese Ormsby drawled 
with his small Billikenlike smile. ‘’“Lake it easy. You 
needn’t address us like we were so many 29 

‘That’s the trouble,” Bing retorted. “I’ve been too 
considerate. The minute my back’s turned something 
like this has to happen. I suppose you were in bed 











BEFORE THE COCK CROWED 261 


sound asleep, Ormsby. I suppose you heard nothing 
and saw nothing and didn’t even know i 

“No,” Ellis Ormsby answered, “I wasn’t asleep. I 
heard the cock crow. I heard a distant thudding and 
banging. I didn’t know, of course, that it was Marie 
Burton at Lila’s door. I thought nothing much about 
it. This is a farm and cocks usually crow at daylight, 
and farm hands usually are about their chores, and a 
little pounding and banging aren’t unusual. My sug- 
gestion is that we sit quietly until your very lugu- 
brious friend, Mr Halstead, turns up ” 

“How’d you get here, Parrish?” the sheriff de- 
manded, whirling on Rud. “Did you sleep here last 
night? Where you in that hall this morning?” 

“T came from my rooms,” Rud answered with a note 
of defiance in his tone. “After Mr Halstead had sent 
for me. Your own deputy came——” 

“T don’t suppose you were awake either,” Bing said 
with vast sarcasm. “I suppose you wouldn’t have any 
business being up and about that time of the morn- 
ng.” 

Rud said nothing and Lila moved closer to him. She 
elanced at her wrist and then at beads of rain on the 
window. It wasn’t raining now, however, and there 
appeared to be a brightness back of the fog. 

“Miss Landis,” Bing growled, rocking on his heels 
and fixing her with his gimlet eyes, “Miss Burton 
says Millie Keever wasn’t dead when you got to her.” 

“No, her lips were moving. She was trying to tell 

29 











us 
“As a matter of fact,” Bing interrupted, “she 


could have named her murderer. She could have 
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named someone that you wanted to shield. She could 
have named - | 

“No!” Lila cried. “She didn’t say anyone’s name. 
Mr Halstead can tell you. She only said, ‘Not—the— 
doctor . . .’ and then she said, ‘We said we’d blame 
the doctor . . .” She died then. She didn’t name any- 
body.” 

Lila felt Rud’s fingers touch her hand. 

“And Halstead can prove this?” Mr Bing de- 
manded. “He can prove no name ever passed that 
girl’s lips - 

The door opened and Halstead stood there. They 
all faced him, they all stared at him. Lila saw color 
in his long face, fire in his deep eyes, and for once 
there was no trace of sadness in his countenance. Hal- 
stead shut the door quietly. 

Mr Lattimer Bing said, “What does this mean? 
Where ’ve you been? What m 

“One at a time,” Halstead answered, his voice rich 
and mellow. “One at a time, Mr Bing a 

“Who'd that girl, dying up there, name as her 
slayer?” Mr Bing demanded impatiently. “She wasn’t 
dead. She was saying something.” 

“She didn’t name anybody,” Halstead answered. 
“She tried to, but her lips failed. She——” 

“All right, she didn’t name anybody. I got the 
statements here of these two women.” Mr Bing 
pointed to Lila and Marie. “They say it was you that 
found the body. They say i 

“Tt was I,” Halstead replied. 

“You found the body and you disappeared. 
Where ’d you kite off to, Mr Halstead ?”’ 
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“Tf you'll let me do the talking, Mr Bing,” Hal- 


stead returned with infinite patience, “I can answer 
your questions and deliver—the killer.” 

“What?” Mr Bing was staring. “You’re not telling 
me——” 

“I’m telling you,” Halstead answered. “Perhaps if 
I’d had any inkling I was going to have to wade 
through two murders to find what I started out to 
discover———” 

“What you started out: to discover!? Mr Bing 
ejaculated. “Great day! What?” & 

“Who got five thousand dollars,” Halstead an- 








swered plaintively. “You see 4 
“No, I don’t see. I don’t see anything at all. ’m 
blind as a bat. ’m ” 









‘You'll be speechless when you hear this,” Hal e id 
sald. “Only you have to let me talk. All these people 
are entitled to an explanation. When I finish you : 
can have the killer. Then you can do your stuff. — 
After that—well, I don’t care. Only you’ve got to 
listen m0 

“I’m listening,” Mr Bing said. | 

Halstead leisurely lit a cigarette and got it going 
before he resumed. Then he said: | : 

‘“Miss Landis retained me to look into an ember we 
ment charged against her aha elderly | 
whom I’ve never seen, but who, I think, is ine: pal 
of taking anything from anybody.” i 

‘“T?ve said that all along,” Kate Temple said i in a 
sudden rush of speech. 

Halstead gave her a glance. “Five thousand dol 
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lars is a lot of money,” Halstead continued. “Espe- 
cially to a young woman who is trying to repay it 
from her salary. When Miss Landis called on me first 
she had no premonition that sudden and violent death 
would shortly plunge her into a tangle that might 
very well enmesh her almost hopelessly. 

“Violent death struck Sumpter Martinson, her 
father’s accuser. We’re all acquainted with the hour 
and the way Sumpter Martinson died.” Halstead, 
through a momentary pause, sensed their tenseness 
as they gazed at him. “And perhaps most of you here 
know what manner of man Sumpter Martinson was. 
With one or two exceptions, I don’t think you’re at 
all sorry he’s dead.” 

“What do you mean, Halstead, about the manner 
of man?” Mr Bing demanded. 

“T have to make a revelation here that I don’t like 
to make,” Halstead answered, his tone deeper. He 
shot a glance at Sarah Mordaunt and saw her stiffen 
slightly. “The doctor was—well, I think the word 1s 
oversexed. We'll let it go at that. He had to have 
women around him,” 

“T get you,” Bing exploded. “A woman. I knew it 
all along. One of these women, or all of them 

“Let me continue,” Halstead said. “I want to get 
this over with. It isn’t pleasant.” He rubbed his nose 
and would not look at Lila. “One of Martinson’s tricks 
was to spy on the women in his house.” 

A gasp met this, a quick swallowing. 

“Martinson’s queer twist of mind in this respect 
caused him to take a peculiar method in his spying. 
It doesn’t sound nice at all. Peepholes.”’ 
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“Peepholes?” Mr Bing glanced curiously at Hal- 
stead. “What 

“These were arranged,” Halstead continued, “very 
cleverly. So that the occupants of the rooms would not 
be aware that their walls might as well have been 
transparent.” 

He saw Lila’s color deepen. She glanced at her 
hands folded in her lap. 

“The room Miss Landis assigned to me,” Halstead 
went on, “has those holes in the wall. That wall is also 
Miss Lila’s. The room assigned to me was seldom 
used, so I’m informed, for guests. Through the closet 
in Sumpter Martinson’s room there was direct access 
to my room and to those peepholes so that Martinson Bie. 
could come to them and use them whenever it pleased 
his fancy without having to be seen in the hall.” ae 

“God! Rud Parrish breathed. “The low, con- ee 
temptible ” His voice trailed into silence at Hal- oe ee 
stead’s quick glance. Lila turned to the window. oe. 











Bing demanded imp atiently. oe ree 
“That takes us back to the alleged enhesslemen ik ee 
five thousand from Martinson’s mortgage office which — ee 
is conducted by Mr Ware.” de eos 
Some woman said, “Sidney!” in a quick in ae 
of breath. Raa 
And Ware got to his feet with flame? in his cheeks. 
“If you mean to insinuate oe & oe 
‘“’There’s no need for insinu ations 1,2 aeisjena Tee 
torted. “Sidney Ware, as he sits here facing m ee 
certain in his heart that Mr Landis, the elderly book- ae 
keeper, never touched a penny of the mone vy, S: | 
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Ware knows that he suspected Martinson of getting 
the money from the beginning, Tan’t that tena 
Ware?” . i, _— oul ame 

“T was—certain of it,” Ware answered with the — 
g tone. “I was so certain of it that 








ring gone from hi 
{——— But never mind.” hae i eg 
“That you quarreled with Martinson about it?? 
Halstead urged. ° | ee 
“Yes—yes, I did.” Sidney Ware would not face 
“T ast Wednesday,” Halstead said, “an unfortunate 
‘ncident occurred which involved Miss Landis and. 
Rud Parrish. Martinson attempted to force his af- 












tentions on Miss Landis and Parrish interve ned. SS 
Parrish got rough. He had words with Martinson, 
and the doctor, after a good shaking up, went on to 






the house. 





“That night there was a dinner for three or four oO 





guests. Sumpter Martinson, spying on Lila Landis a 
from the adjoining room, happened to hear something 
said about the money her father was accused of steal- 
ing. He virtually heard himself accused of bemg th 
culprit. 

“Right about that time Martinson was having 
other worries. Millie Keever, the dead maid. Being a 
physician, Martinson was definitely sure that Millie 
wasn’t altogether as she should be. He perhaps had 
been suspecting it for some time. Signs of—preg- 
nancy. 

“On Thursday of last week, or 1t might have been 
Wednesday, Millie Keever went to Martinson about 
her condition and demanded that he do something 
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for her. She accused him of being responsible 4 and 
when he laughed at her she consulted another doe ee 
who confirmed her suspicions about herself. MGI; 
returned to the farm and tried to get up er dana 
courage to confide in Miss Landis. Somehow: he 
couldn’t make it. So Friday night, after this ¢ inchnn 
in town had told her definitely about her condition 
she went over to the tenant house and told he: — ities 
about it. She accused Martinson. a se oe 

“Her father virtually tossed her out. Rud | fea 
brought her to the east-wing entry. This aera Bee 
minutes before anybody heard the cock crow. Pe 

“Rud was trying to pacify her when ¢ ws doctor 
showed up suddenly and quarreled with Rue oo bore coe 
Rud such a thing was impossible. He sai¢ m — os 
was lying. ee 


























nr pore ay ap Shere vg 3 Her words « wer Berne oe 
ger hbase sired p02 : — oe 
“Who would be leagued with her in such am acensa~ 
tion? Tt was certain to be the doctor’s murderer—her 
nia eee 
Now let's follow the murderer’s conraey *F alstead 


silence while he got his li oht. Then hee aid, “ihe 
doctor had something on the murderer bys E the 
murderer couldn’t afford to have known, Infactthe 
doctor’s knowledge was intensely dangerous to the 
killer. So the killer, knowing himself to be ina spot 
with Millie, enlisted Millie to accuse the doctor. In | 
that manner the killer-to-be felt that he might hold 
off any steps toward ruin the doctor might take. 
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“All of this came to a head following that 
Wednesday-night dinner. The guests all left by 
eleven-thirty and no further cars were seen or heard 
Wednesday night, and yet the doctor had someone in 
his room an hour later. A man. A man who at that 
moment knew he was going to have to kill this bluster- 
ing popeyed medico. | 
“Fyiday afternoon Rud Parrish and Lila Landis 
met near a thicket by what they call the springhouse. 
Rud Parrish, in a moment of anger, made a state- 
ment that he could kill Martinson. Kill him by blow- 
ing off his head with a shotgun. Up to that instant 
the method of disposing of the doctor probably had 
not been decided upon. But Rud Parrish’s unfortu- 
nate remark gave the man who stood in that thicket 
an idea.” 7 
“Halstead,” Mr Bing broke in anxiously, “do you 
mean to say you’ve learned all this while I——” | 
“I’ve learned it by asking questions and listen- 
ing,” Halstead retorted. “Now to this plan of mur- 
der. The shotgun would be simple. The killer could 
get Martinson alone somewhere and try one last 
threat, and then if Martinson didn’t come through 
evith a promise to keep his mouth shut... - 
“The killer didn’t know there would be a fierce 
orm. But the storm came and that helped his 
ean. In fact, it was just about perfect. He worked 
t the details. Simple matter to get the gun from 
—_ a room, load it with a stolen shell. Simple 
put those ights out in the event lightning 
=eea't put them out,” 
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“You mean,” Bing cried, 
damage the plant!” 

“Lhe lightning had nothing to do with it.” Hal- 
stead replied. “The killer was in the back of the house 
while Martinson was telling his story of the witch. The 
killer had the gun in the dining room, or was ready 
to get the gun, when Martinson and Rud Parrish 
quarreled back there at the entry. 

“Mille ran up the stairs, back to her room over 
the kitchen. The killer waited until Martinson had 
left. He was almost discovered because Lila Landis 
rubbed against him in the darkness of the dining 
room. But he got up the stairs with his gun, went 
down the east-wing hall and to the back where Millie 
was waiting in tears. 

“There was only one way to get those lights out, 
and only one way to get Martinson upstairs. The 
storm was pretty heavy by then with a lot of hght- 
ning. So Millie was sent to find Martinson and get 
him to the Green Room. She may have hesitated. She 
can’t tell us but someone else can. Anyway, she went 

toward the front to find the doctor. 


“Her visitor immediately went through the win- 


“the lightn ing didn’t 


dow onto that upper porch. In that instant something 
happened that he didn’t look for. There was a wit- 
ness to his act. A game cock. The light was on in oe 









the room and the cock was disturbed. He flutter 
and flew and crowed. Se 
“You heard that down here. Nearly all of you. El 3 
Ormsby said it was a premonition of death.” | 
‘hey stared at him with wide eyes as he 
them all over. 
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Then he continued: 

“The killer got down the trellis, pulled the knife 
switch in the tool house, and came back up. It took 
him but a matter of some seconds. He took hig gun, 
made his way forward through the dark house and 
arrived at the Green Room as Millie stood there 
with Martinson, and Martinson lit a candle. | 

“The prowler slipped in and stood just behind 
the door. Then he probably demanded that Martinson 
do something for Millie and bargained to keep his 
own mouth shut about Martinson and Millie i¢ 
Martinson would keep shut about him. The doctor 
emphatically said no and turned his back. In that 
second he died. 

“Then the killer was confronted with the most 
serious problem of all. Millie was in a state of fright 
that was bordering on hysterics. 

“Her flight was arranged on the spur of the mo- 
ment. The barn—a horse—get to the mountain and 
he low. Wait until he should send for her or go to her. 
Millie knew plenty of places in that mountain where 
no one could trail her. Millie was a mountain girl. _ 

“She tumbled down the steps. The murderer took 
the gun and left the candle on the table—the candle 
Martinson had lit. He plunged through the closet, 
through the room I occupy, and down the back way 
while Kate Temple was trying to find her way up the 
central stairs. 

“Within fifteen minutes the killer was calmly among 
the other guests on the stairway, asking questions in- 
nocently and, when the opportunity offered, he 
slipped back and put on the lights. It was a matter 
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of perfect timing. It depended 


on perfect. timing, 
The scheme grew step by step and our man acted, 
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“The hig flaw was Millie. A witness. 4 woman who 
would go to pieces. He would wait and slip away to 
visit her. A person could be killed back on that 
mountain and only the buzzards would know about it. 
When the opportunity offered he’d go to Millie. Per- 
haps by night. 

“But Millie came back. She came like a ghost 
through the fog and that’s where I made my grave 
mistake. I could have saved her life. I , 

“Your” The word was cried in chorus. 

“IT saw her in the fog,” Halstead contessed, and 
his face was sad. “I didn’t know who it was, of course. 

I tried to follow to see what the person was up to and 
I—frightened her away. She undoubtedly hid some 
where until she was sure the house was quiet. 

“But it wasn’t quiet. We all stood on the front 
stairs when the cock crowed at midnight last night. — - 
The cock signaled her approach to her room via that ae 
trellis and the window. I didn’t know it then. But ay 
one of us in that hall did. He walked the floor hal 2 ee 
the night trying to decide what to do. Then, jus ‘ 
before daylight this morning, he went back stealthi y 
and killed her. She undoubtedly had returned to give 
herself up, or to see her lover and see if they couldn’ t 
get away together. She took grave chances on co ning 
back. But her lover used her scissors so she comes 
talk any more oe 

“And again he forgot the cock. The girl tried t get 
out of that room, tried to get through the wir 
and in doing so she disturbed that strange little 
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who'd chosen her porch for his roosting place, and 
who resented so much intrusion. 

“The fowl flew up against Millie Keever’s face and 
left his mark, Just like he left his mark on the killer 
who went through that window the night before to get 
down to the light switch. That little steel spur . . .” 

“Ror God’s sake, Halstead,” the astounded Bing 
cried. “If you’re sure———” 

“Here’s exhibit A,” Halstead said very quietly. 
“Cotton and adhesive. Blood from a deep wound. And 
here is exhibit B.”” He pulled the crumpled garment 
from his bosom, tossed it to the sheriff. 

“A shirt,” Mr Bing blurted. “A man’s shirt— 

“Took at the neck.” 

“Blood,” Mr Bing said excitedly ‘A size fourteen 
and a half, bloody and torn— 

“Yes,” Halstead replied. ‘And what elser a 

‘“Why—mud. It looks like——” 

“Mud,” Halstead affirmed. 

He turned on them in that stillness that was broken 
only by repressed breath escaping and the jingle of 
the bracelets on Kate Temple’s arm. 

Then, abruptly, Halstead walked over to where 
Herbert Trencher sat with his dressing-gown collar 
held tightly about his throat. 

With one deft twist he pulled the collar back. 

“Spurred,” Sheriff Bing exploded. ‘Trencher! 
Great God! His alibi about the mud 

“No, no!” the gray-faced young man cried. “God, 
I didn’t > He gulped horribly then as Bing 
fingered the sore just below the collar band. ‘“You’re 
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hurting me,” he cried. “Oh, for God’s sake, don’t. 
__—— JF 
“You got the five thousand,’ Halstead accused. 
He stood over the stricken victim, his eyes narrowed 
and his hands extended. “You got that five thousand,” 
Halstead repeated, “and Martinson found out you 
got it. He knew it even while you stood in Lila Landis’ 
room and hinted to her that your uncle was to blame. 
Your uncle, at his peepholes, heard you.” 
“No, no! I tell you I didn’t. I wasn’t anywhere 
near this house when that cock crowed. I wasn’t——_” 
“Your uncle told you he wanted to see you,” Hal- 
stead flung into the chattering teeth. “It was you 
who returned to your uncle’s room after midnight 
Wednesday, and it was then he told you what he 
knew. You left your car on the curve beyond the hill 
and walked back. No dogs barked because they knew 
you. It was then it popped into your head to frame 
him by using Millie. Knowing his morals you were 
certain the frame would work. You were sure——” 
“Let me go,” Herbert Trencher cried desperately. 
“Oow! My neck! Your thumb re 
“The cock spurred you when you went through 
the window. You’ve got to tell us,” Halstead insisted. 
“No use your lying now. It’s your shirt; the bandage 
came out of your bag. You can’t say you cut yourself 
with a razor. You were the only one possible who 
could have arranged it.” 
“You can’t prove anything like that,” Herbert re- 
torted fearfully. “You can’t ‘a 








“With the exception of Sarah Mordaunt,” Hal- ae 
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stead blurted, “and Marie Burton, you, Trencher, 
were the only one absent from the living room before 
the cock crowed. Ostensibly you hadn’t arrived as 
yet. Still you were here.” 

“I was in the mud, I tell you. I-——~” All at once 
he slumped, his gray face drenched with sweat. He 
slumped and stared at the steel cuffs Mr Bing 
brought out, and said between quick sobs, “Not—that 
—I’l]l—tell you—I’ lI” 








Herbert Trencher told. And it was long after the 
car that bore him away had departed that Halstead 
wearily descended the central stairs of the house called 
Witchwood. 

Lila and Rud Parrish waited for him by the door 
to the lounge. And inside the lounge he saw that 
tall, dark-eyed girl turn to him and there was some- 
thing about her hair that still was—dangerous. 

Lila said, “I know you’re tired. I know you’re dead 
on your feet, Mr Halstead, but we weren’t allowed to 
be in on Herbert’s statement. We’d naturally like to 
know Pt | 

“Yes, you’d like to know,” Halstead said quietly. 
“Let me sit down somewhere. Who’s got a cigarette?” 

Rud offered one and Marie Burton held the 
match. 

“His statement,” Halstead mused. He shook his 
head gloomily. “Poor devil..I was sorry it had to be 
him. But it had to be, it couldn’t have been anyone 
else. Rud, of course, excepted.” 

“Fe heard Rud say that about the shotgun?” Lila 


asked anxiously. 
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“Ves,” Halstead answered. “It was he who paused 
in the thicket for the simple reason that he’d stopped 
his car beyond it to look over the chances of getting 
himself mired up. He heard your voices. The road 
isn’t far from there and sound carried a lot in that 
distance.” 

“T remember,” Rud said. “Perhaps I did sound 
savage.” 

“He heard you. Then he knew what he was going to 
do if the opportunity presented itself at all. He was 
afraid of Martinson and afraid of prison. And he 
knew that Martinson would be relentless.” 

“But his alibi,’? Marie said, in her quiet contralto, 
“T thought as 

“A good one on the face of it,” Halstead explained. 
“Good “enough so that it even fooled me. Yes, after 
I’d ridden the road from here to the store and back 
and checked Herbert’s time. He took me to get blades. 
I kept him talking and got his mind off his driving 
and found he made it from the store to where he got 
stuck in just six minutes. He said it had taken him 
fifteen. 

“Even then I didn’t see how he could have done it 
because I wasn’t sure how far it was from the curve 
to the house. I found out this morning by pacing it 
off. It took me four minutes running one way over 
that hill back of Rud’s place. Short cut, sure enough. 
Gix minutes walking and trotting on the way back. In 
other words, Herbert had enough time to drop his 
car in the mud, run up here, do his killing, get back, 
grind his gears, then get the Salter boy to haul him 





ont.” 


| 
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“When did you first suspect him definitely?” Rud 
queried. 

And Halstead said, “When I saw the cock on 
that back porch with Millie dead at my feet. All of 

a sudden it came to me that Herbert Trencher was 
nay from head to foot when I first saw him the other 
night down in the living room. Mud from head to foot 
with the exception of his shirt. I remembered in a 
flash how odd it had looked. A clean shirt with all 
that mud. I had to find the shirt. I found it. . . .” 

Halstead rose and rubbed his nose and turned to 
the door. 

“Marie, you have a car here?” 

Marie said, ‘‘In the shed, yes.” 

“Maybe you wouldn’t mind taking me up to my 
cabin. I need a little fishing to sort of take my mind 
off things. You like to fish?” 

“She doesn’t fish like you do,” Lila said. “She 
casts her fly.” | 

“But I can bait a hook,” Marie defended. 

“Well, if you wouldn’t mind— 

The dark girl rose. When she wilted Halstead felt 
due reward for all his patience with her. 

“Just one thing before I leave,” he said. “Marie 
can tell me.” He turned to her. “What were you 
holding back from me when you wouldn’t admit 
you’d gone outside just before the cock crowed the 
other night, or shortly after? When I tripped you up 
on your muddy shoes?” 

“Tt’s silly,” Marie said. ‘“Nothing—really nothing 
at all. But I started over to Rud’s house to find out 
about Millie. I thought she’d gone, and I was—wor- 
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ried about her. I was halfway there when that blind- 
ing light came and the next I knew I was back in the 
house, mud all over my feet, and scared—to death.” 

“As silly as that,” Halstead mumbled. 

“Yes, as silly as that,” Marie answered. “Shall we 
travel now?” 

At the door Halstead turned to Lila. “You and 


Rud come up if you feel like it—later.” 
“Tater,” Rud said, and winked and took Lila’s 


hand. 
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